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ABSTRACT 

In addition to academics, another important function of modern Western education is the 

socialization of students, helping them develop into tolerant individuals who can contribute to a 

pluralistic democratic society. This qualitative study explores the lived experience of parents 

who have rejected public education and have instead chosen to homeschool their students, as 

well as the perceptions these parents have of their students’ social, emotional, and cognitive 

development. It also examines the motivations of these homeschoolers, as well as their views 

toward homeschooling regulation. A series of interviews were conducted with six participants, 

exploring their homeschooling process, their motivation behind this decision, and their 

perceptions about the development of their children. Detailed profiles of each participant are 

presented, including information about demographics, homeschooling setting, educational 

background, homeschooling approach, and the decision to homeschool their children. Three 

main themes emerged from the analysis of the data, each with multiple subthemes. These larger 

themes included: A Spirit of Independence, Valuing Educational Differentiation, and Complete 

Devotion to Children. These themes were explored through excerpts from the interviews with 

participants. Finally, the study concludes by providing summary answers to the research 

questions, implications for further study, implications for practice, and reflections. After 

consideration of the vast data collected, the researcher concluded that the participants of this 

study illustrated that homeschooling is a valuable, effective educational method when conducted 

to meet the individual needs of the student. Still, the inconsistent regulatory environment creates 

a situation in which students can potentially slip through the cracks, and possibly not receive the 

education they deserve.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

From the time of America’s founding, citizens have recognized the advantages of having 

an educated, literate society (Davis, 2011; Dumas & Schwarzer, 2010; Gaither, 2008). It is in the 

best interest of all Americans that children are educated in the basic skills of literacy, numeracy, 

and civics so that they may become autonomous adults who can build the lives they choose while 

contributing positively to the broader society (Kunzman, 2009b; Reich, 2005).  

As access to information has become more readily available outside of the traditional 

public education school structure, some groups of individuals are choosing different pathways to 

education. The rise of the internet has created an environment in which students can explore 

myriad topics and even connect with other students and educators around the world. Students can 

easily gather information and explore various points of view. Furthermore, with such a wide 

selection of information available, citizens can almost always find materials and news sources 

that reinforce their own ideas rather than those that might challenge these ideas or present 

alternatives (Dilliplane, 2011), potentially creating an environment of ideological isolationism. 

Some parents, particularly conservative Christians who view the American public school system 

as a machine of secular humanist indoctrination (Carson, 2009; Gaither, 2008; Kunzman, 2009b; 

Reich, 2002b; Vieux, 2014), have chosen to leave public and private schools behind and 

homeschool their children so that they can have full “control over the content of their children’s 

education and the opportunity to insulate them from the mainstream, secular society” (Vieux, 

2014, p. 557). This is the society, however, to which these students must inevitably return as 

adults. 
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While many homeschooling advocates point to the early days of the United States and its 

founding as a time when homeschooling flourished (Bach, 2004; Barnett, 2013; Erickson, 2005; 

HSLDA, 2016; Murphy, 2013), this was often an arrangement of necessity in fledgling towns 

and villages that had not yet established themselves enough to create a common school (Barnett, 

2013; Gaither, 2009). And once established, common public schools were often a focal point of 

many rural communities, where they propagated the social norms and culture of the area 

(Gaither, 2008) and worked to “coercively assimilate minority populations” (Reich, 2007, p 

715). 

By 1850, most states had enacted compulsory education laws, though these laws varied 

widely in their specifics and often included caveats for situations like harvest time during which 

the students would be needed at home (Davis, 2011). As the United States grew and developed, 

so did its public school system; school attendance increased dramatically as industrialization and, 

eventually, the Great Depression illustrated to parents that it was becoming increasingly difficult 

to earn a living from farming and unskilled labor (Gaither, 2008). The growth of the country also 

brought with it increased cultural, racial, and ideological diversity, and the public schools of the 

twentieth century increasingly reflected that diversity in population, practice, and curriculum. 

After desegregation and the 1962 and 1963 Supreme Court’s rulings outlawing school sanctioned 

prayer (Gaither, 2008), American parents found their children attending schools that were much 

more secular than the ethnocentric, Protestant-leaning schools of the past (Vieux, 2014). These 

changes during the second half of the twentieth century would do much to create the seeds from 

which the current homeschooling movement would grow. 

While homeschoolers report a wide variety of reasons for why they homeschool, many of 

those who choose this form of education do so for ideological reasons. In 2011, the National 
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Household Education Surveys found that among their respondents 72% reported that they 

homeschooled out of a desire to provide religious and moral instruction, while a full 85% 

expressed a concern about the environment of area schools (ONPE, 2015). This theme of 

“concern about school environment” is repetitive in the research of those who write about 

homeschooling, and it often goes far beyond a general concern about school resources and safety 

(Kunzman, 2009b). Murphy (2013) points to two main concerns about public education that 

drove most of these parents, particularly conservative parents, toward homeschooling:  

First, it was argued that the public schools had birthed a belief system that was at odds 

with the one expressed by conservative Christian parents. . . Second, the academic 

program and social climate that flourished in these schools were inimical to children and 

undermined the values of the home. (p. 341) 

There are few groups of citizens who are more passionate about their views than 

conservative homeschoolers, most likely because they see their fight as one of great importance; 

one parent interviewed reported that she saw homeschooling as nothing less than “a spiritual 

battle for the soul” of her kindergartner (Kunzman, 2009b, p. 213). Apple (2007) noted that 

many of these parents are homeschooling in order to provide their students with “armor to 

defend what these groups believe is their threatened culture and with a set of skills and values 

that will change the world so that it reflects the conservative religious commitments that are so 

central to their lives” (p. 122). Perhaps this is why groups like the Christian Right and Home 

School Legal Defense Association (HSLDA), which were created to aid homeschoolers in local 

legal battles, have now become political powerhouses (Stevens, 2001; Vieux, 2014; Waddell, 

2010). Even in the wake of an educational environment that has imposed ever-greater regulations 

on public schools, the homeschooling lobby has been incredibly effective at limiting regulations 
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for home educators (Kunzman, 2009b; Reich, 2008). For example, even though the passage of 

the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act imposed strict assessment guidelines and achievement goals 

on American public schools, homeschoolers were “exempted from many of the law’s testing 

requirements” (Cooper, 2005, p. xii). 

Statement of the Problem 

Most liberal democracies see the need to encourage tolerance, equality, and pluralism in 

an increasingly diverse society, at the very least for the purpose of increasing civil security and 

positive public discourse (Merry & Karsten, 2010; Ross, 2010). An important role of modern 

education is to help prepare students to live and thrive in a diverse society that might sometimes 

challenge their beliefs (Merry & Karsten, 2010). Homeschooling, when conducted in order to 

shelter a student from diverse or conflicting ideological and social messages, has the potential to 

inhibit the student’s development and ability to look at a variety of views and come to his or her 

own conclusions (Kunzman, 2009a; Merry & Karsten, 2010; Reich, 2002a; Ross, 2010). 

While not every student who attends public school is able to meet high academic 

standards, each student will encounter a variety of teachers and instructional approaches and 

resources aimed at helping them succeed and develop. The majority of students in homeschools, 

however, will have one teacher throughout their entire educational career who not only presents 

in one teaching style, but also by whom all curricular choices are made (Kunzman, 2012). The 

concern is that this tendency to control the message “threatens to insulate students from exposure 

to diverse ideas and from the vibrancy of a pluralistic democracy” (Reich, 2002a, p. 56). This 

concern is echoed by Ross (2010) who asserts that even the most basic civic education must 

include the “constitutional norm of tolerance” and that “growing reliance on homeschooling 
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comes into direct conflict with assuring that children are exposed to such constitutional values” 

(p. 991). 

At least during the years of their schooling, most American students who attend public 

schools will, to some degree, be exposed to a variety of cultures, ideologies, political views, and 

lifestyles. Students in the homeschool environment, where they are taught by parents or family 

members who control the curriculum materials and the way these are presented, are not 

guaranteed this exposure to diversity, and therefore, run the risk of developing a lack of 

preparedness and tolerance for the diversity they will encounter as adults (Kunzman, 2012; Ross, 

2010). This ideological isolationism can be detrimental to the civic development of students if it 

is used simply to “insulate them from mainstream, secular society” (Vieux, 2014, p. 557) and has 

the potential to even “dilute[s] active democratic citizenship” (Reich, 2002b).  

Currently, the level of regulation of homeschooling varies dramatically from state to 

state, creating an environment nationally in which some parents must submit curriculum plans, 

attendance reports, and yearly assessments, while others in states like Alaska parents need not 

even notify the state that the student is being homeschooled (Barnett, 2013; Vieux, 2014). This 

inconsistency creates an environment in which it becomes impossible to be sure that every 

American child is receiving a quality education that allows him or her to function in a liberal 

democracy that values equality and tolerance as constitutional values (Ross, 2010). Kunzman 

(2009) notes that those in favor of more regulation suggest, “that homeschoolers be required to 

participate in state-administered civic education classes, to ensure exposure to alternative 

viewpoints in an atmosphere that doesn’t simultaneously condemn them” (p. 147).  

Morrison (2014) noted that more research is needed to better understand the political 

motivation of parents who choose to homeschool and how that choice affects the student’s life 
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and the common good of society. Morse (2014) asserted that based on recent survey data 

showing increasing numbers of parents homeschooling their children, additional research is 

needed to examine how parents are involved in their students’ education, how the environment in 

which a student learns affects academic success, and how homeschooling parents work with 

students with special needs. Hasson (2012) has called for a conversation on homeschool that is 

more data-driven than ideological in nature. Jorgenson (2011) notes that more study is needed of 

the relationship between homeschooling parents’ curricular choices and student achievement.  

Research about homeschooling is necessary to help ensure that every student is getting a 

quality education that is developmentally appropriate as well as adequately preparing him or her 

for life as an adult citizen in this diverse country. There is a marked lack of consistent and 

reliable data on students who have been homeschooled, particularly in terms of social, emotional, 

and cognitive development (Murphy, 2014), thus this qualitative study seeks to address this gap 

in the research. 

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenology is to examine how homeschool parents 

or guardians make meaning of the homeschool experience as well as how they perceive 

homeschooling’s effect on the social, emotional, and cognitive development of their children.  

Research Question 

The overarching research question guiding this qualitative phenomenology is: How do 

homeschool parents make meaning of the homeschool process in the social, emotional, and 

cognitive development of their children? 
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An additional sub question is: What are the attitudes of homeschool parents toward state 

regulation of curriculum resources, instructor qualifications, and mandatory assessment 

reporting? 

Significance of the Study 

This phenomenological study examines how homeschoolers perceive and assess the 

holistic development of their children, including cognitive, social, and emotional growth and 

adjustment. It examines the philosophical and pedagogical approach of a group of 

homeschoolers to learn more about the practice and process of homeschooling. Furthermore, this 

study contributes to the research literature exploring the attitudes of homeschoolers toward state 

and federal regulation of compulsory attendance laws, curriculum, assessment, and teacher 

certification. It also examines how homeschooling parents present and teach topics related to 

diversity in culture and ideas, as well as how they promote their own values and culture in their 

homeschooling environments. 

This study is an attempt to enhance the available literature and to continue to explore this 

unique demographic of home educators. Additionally, it can help inform education agencies, 

regulatory bodies, and lawmakers at both the state and federal level as they craft educational 

policy relating to homeschooling in order to better ensure an education that fosters the holistic 

development of students to their highest social, emotional, and cognitive potential. 

Conceptual Framework 

Education is a formative and defining force that shapes the individual’s development and 

quality of life in the present and future. It is one of many systems at work in the student’s life; 

reciprocally, there are multiple factors at work that affect the educational experience and child’s 
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development. There are many variables that contribute to or diminish student success. These 

variables can be viewed as smaller parts of larger systems that are at play within a student’s life. 

With the complexities of the interworkings of these systems in mind, I have approached 

this study of homeschooling through the conceptual framework of Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological model of human development which asserts that in order to understand human 

development, it is important to “consider the entire ecological system in which growth occurs” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. xviii). This framework lends itself to this study because, in studying 

homeschooling, Stevens (2001) notes: “an adequate understanding of any children requires that 

we know something about the architects and custodians of their life contexts,” (p. 15) which 

could also be seen as Bronfenbrenner’s systems at work. This complex method of viewing the 

systems constantly affecting development and socialization identifies many subsystems, which 

encompass immediate systems such as the person’s direct environmental influences and 

relationships, genetic factors that affect development, and even systems of which the individual 

may not be aware, like the relationships and experiences of his or her relatives or peers 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Though Bronfenbrenner’s theory has evolved over time, he has long 

stated that: 

Existing theory and research point to the importance for the child’s development of the 

nature and strength of connections existing between the family and the various other 

settings that a young person enters during the first two decades of life. Of particular 

significance in this regard are the successive transitions into (and within) day care, peer 

group, school, and work. (Bronfenbrenner, 1986, p. 734) 

Bronfenbrenner (2005) describes the developmental forces examined in the bioecological 

systems theory as follows: 
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 Microsystem: This refers to the child’s immediate surroundings and the people he or 

she has direct contact with. This might include school, siblings, friends, childcare, 

and the neighborhood. In most situations, the influence most immediate to the young 

child is the family. 

 Mesosystem: This system emphasizes the fact that each system does not exist in a 

vacuum. In fact, multiple systems are constantly interacting and influencing the 

principal setting and vice versa.  

 Exosystem: This consists of the larger society in which the child does not directly 

function, yet is influenced by nonetheless through the family. This might include the 

parents’ work environment, the parents’ and friends’ social circles, and the 

surrounding political attitudes.  

 Macrosystem: This system represents the larger, overarching environment in which 

the individual must live and develop. It is the larger cultural and social context of the 

individual and encompasses societal norms, cultural values, laws, customs, and 

patterns of ideology.  

 Chronosystem: The chronosystem addresses changes over time to both the individual 

and the environment, focusing on life transitions. These can be normative transitions 

which most individuals commonly experience, or it can be more disruptive, 

nonnormative transitions caused by some kind of upheaval in the child’s life, like an 

unwelcome move or the death of a parent or sibling (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 

In addition to the examination of these larger systems, the bioecological model also 

distinguishes between and examines proximal processes (the mechanisms of the established 

relationships and interaction between the individual and those that influence that individual’s 
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environment) and the environment itself (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). 

Bronfenbrenner (2005) goes on to discuss what he terms Life Course Principles as additional 

variables affecting childhood development: Life Course Principle 1 acknowledges that all life 

events are affected by the historical context in which they take place; Life Course Principal 2 

emphasizes the need for important life transitions to take place with culturally appropriate 

timing; Life Course Principal 3 stresses that the lives of all family members are interdependent 

and the response of others to these transitions can positively or negatively affect the individual 

child; finally, Life Course Principal 4 points out that an individual’s development and 

contentment is also clearly affected by the choices made by that individual (pp. 4-9). 

As noted by Smyth (2014), a conceptual framework provides “an underlying structure . . . 

and theoretical foundation” for the study (p. 167). Additionally, this framework guides the 

researcher’s approach to the subject of the study and even the analysis and interpretation of the 

data (Berman, 2013; Leshem & Trafford, 2007). As a conceptual framework, Bronfenbrenner’s 

theory of bioecological development influenced and informed the way data were collected and 

interpreted in this study. The bioecological model is particularly applicable to the study of the 

phenomenon of homeschooling because home educators are altering many of the culturally 

normative transitions—the rites of passage-- that modern culture associates with common 

schooling. Neal and Neal (2013) note that Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model can be 

particularly applied to issues related to student learning and educational policy, as demonstrated 

in Figure 1.1. Furthermore, while homeschool parents are altering the students’ microsystem by 

providing homeschooling rather than traditional public or private schooling, the students and 

parents must still operate in the larger macrosystem in which twenty-first century Western 
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culture has valued and normalized a pluralistic, liberal education that most often takes place in a 

common school setting.  

 

Figure 1.1 Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model applied to the study of the development of 

students in the homeschool setting. 

 

Microsystems in the Homeschooled Child 

Several microsystems were examined in this study; however, since this study is a focus 

from the phenomenological perspective of the parents, all information about the various 

microsystems in which the homeschooled child develops was from the perspective of the parent. 

Microsystems include: 

 the child as an individual and their social, emotional, and cognitive developmental 

characteristics, emotional, social, and cognitive development. Parents were asked 

questions about the students’ personalities and person learning styles, and cognitive 

development.  
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 the child and family, including any siblings, parents, or other significant individuals 

that contribute the students’ daily lives in the home. The parents were asked questions 

about disciplinary styles, sibling relationship dynamics, and family interactions. They 

were asked about their teaching styles and how they perceive or measure success in 

their children’s emotional, social, and cognitive development. 

 the child and school. Parents were asked questions about the homeschooling 

environment that they have created and how this environment affects their children. 

 the child and peers. Parents were asked questions about how they perceive the way 

that their students relate to other children outside of the home, looking specifically at 

the presence of developmentally and socially appropriate behavior and relationships.  

Exosystems in the Homeschooled Child 

Several exosystems that indirectly affect the student’s direct environment were examined 

in this study. Since this study, however, focused on the phenomenological perspective of the 

parents, all information about exosystems that impact the child came from the perspective of the 

parent. Exosystems include: 

 the student and the work experience of the parents. Parents were asked to characterize 

the influence of their work on the experience of homeschooling in their household. 

 the student and the peer group of the parents. Parents were asked to characterize the 

influence of their interactions with their own peers as a possible influence on the 

homeschool environment. 

 the student and the peer groups of the other members of the household. Parents were 

asked about how the siblings’ and other significant family members’ experiences 

outside the home affect the students’ educational experience. 
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Macrosystems in the Homeschooled Child 

Several macrosystems that affect the student’s direct environment were examined in this 

study; however, since this study was a focus from the phenomenological perspective of the 

parents, all information about macrosystems that impact the child were from the perspective of 

the parent. Macrosystems include: 

 the child and church. Parents were asked questions about church attendance and 

teachings and what affect they perceive church having on the development of their 

children. They were also asked about the level of importance that is placed on 

religion in their students’ lives.  

 the child and community. Parents were asked questions about their families’ and their 

students’ experiences within the community in relation to their decision to 

homeschool their children. They were also asked to describe how their curriculum 

does or does not represent the experience of a diverse nation and its peoples.  

 the child and the political climate. Parents were asked how they perceive their 

relationship with the state and national government regarding homeschooling 

regulation. They were also asked to characterize the way they teach the relationship 

of government to the citizenry within their lessons. 

 the child and culture. Parents were asked questions about how they represent 

American culture to their children and the how they perceive their own child’s 

development is affected by the larger culture.  

Researcher Positionality 

This study approached the concept of homeschooling from a social justice oriented 

theoretical perspective and was directly supported by research that asserts that every child needs 
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the developmental skills attained in a diverse educational setting, which then prepares him or her 

to live in a modern, pluralistic democracy (Merry & Karsten, 2010; Ross, 2010). My background 

as first a secondary educator and later a community college instructor has provided me with a 

variety of experiences in the public school setting, allowing me to observe students who have 

had varying degrees of educational success. I have worked with many students who were 

homeschooled in their earlier educational years. In my role as the director of a program to help 

adults complete their high school equivalency diploma (HSED), I frequently come in contact 

with young adults who were homeschooled and seek a HSED as a credential for employment and 

further educational opportunities. These experiences have inspired within me an interest in 

examining the level of consistency in the quality of education homeschooled students receive 

and the developmental impacts of homeschooling on the child. Additionally, I have family and 

peers who have diligently and devotedly homeschooled their own children successfully, creating 

an environment of rich instruction and intellectual curiosity. Ideologically, I must disclose that I 

am a secular humanist with a strong belief in the value and need for diversity in the educational 

setting. This may be at odds ideologically with many of the views of the participants of this 

study, or of the majority of homeschoolers who do so to promote their own conservative or 

religious views (Apple, 2004). In an attempt to be as objective as possible, I strived to bracket 

my own experience and views so that I can respectfully and accurately represent the views and 

ideas expressed by the participants in this study. I also strived to compile a sample of 

homeschooling participants that represented a variety of ideological viewpoints, including both 

highly religious persons and those who identified as secular. It was my experience that members 

of both of those groups were extremely comfortable answering my questions and reflecting on 

the homeschooling experience. 
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Definitions of Key Terms and Acronyms 

This section is devoted to identifying and defining terms and acronyms commonly found in the 

literature. 

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Model of Human Development. This model asserts 

that in order to understand human development, one it is important to “consider the entire 

ecological system in which growth occurs” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. xviii). 

 Microsystem: This refers to the child’s immediate surroundings and the people he or 

she has direct contact with. This might include school, siblings, friends, childcare, 

and the neighborhood. In most situations, the influence most immediate to the young 

child is the family. 

 Mesosystem: This system emphasizes the fact that each system does not exist in a 

vacuum. In fact, multiple systems are constantly interacting and influencing the 

principal setting and vice versa.  

 Exosystem: This consists of the larger society in which the child does not directly 

function, yet is influenced by nonetheless through the family. This might include the 

parents’ work environment, the parents’ and friends’ social circles, and the 

surrounding political attitudes.  

 Macrosystem: This system represents the larger, overarching environment in which 

the individual must live and develop. It is the larger cultural and social context of the 

individual and encompasses societal norms, cultural values, laws, customs, and 

patterns of ideology.  
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 Chronosystem: The chronosystem addresses changes over time to both the individual 

and the environment, focusing on life transitions. These can be normative transitions 

which most individuals commonly experience, or it can be more disruptive, 

nonnormative transitions caused my some kind of upheaval in the child’s life, like an 

unwelcome move or the death of a parent or sibling (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 

Common Schools: This term was commonly used to describe public schools as they came into 

existence in the United States (Gaither, 2008). The modern equivalent would be “public 

schools.” 

GED: The most commonly used high school equivalency test, assessing students in four areas: 

Language Arts, Math, Science, and Social Studies. 

DOE: Department of Education. This refers to the state and national level organizations that 

regulate education in public schools, private schools, and, in some states, homeschooling. 

Facebook: A popular social media outlet where people can connect with friends and family, but 

also with others of like interests and concerns. Homeschooling Facebook groups were contacted 

for this study. 

HiSET: The High School Equivalency Test, consisting of tests in Writing, Reading, Social 

Studies, Math, and Science. Test scores indicate both high school equivalency and college and 

career readiness levels. 

Homeschooling: the act of educating a student in the home rather than in the public school 

setting (Reich, 2002). While state regulations vary widely, this is commonly enacted by a parent 

or close family member of the student, and may or may not involve the use of public school 

resources. 
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HSLDA: Home School Legal Defense Association. This organization was founded by Michael 

Farris and Micheal Smith in 1983 to provide advocacy and legal services to homeschooling 

parents. It has become one of the largest homeschooling advocacy groups in the United States. 

HSED: High School Equivalency Diploma. This is obtained by completing coursework through 

a secondary organization, like a community college, rather than through the traditional high 

school path. This can also be obtained by passing the, TASC, GED or HiSET exams, depending 

on the student’s state of residence. 

NCES: National Center on Education Statistics. This is the primary federal institution devoted to 

collecting and analyzing data on education in the United States. 

NHES: National Household Education Surveys. This survey is conducted by the National Center 

on Education Statistic, which is the main organization for education data gathering and analysis 

for the United States government. 

TASC: The Test Assessing Secondary Completion is a high school equivalency test that assesses 

students in Language Arts, Math, Science, and Social Studies.  

Summary 

 The history of homeschooling is closely tied to the history of public education in the 

United States. Advocates of homeschooling see it as an effective educational tool that also 

allows the parent full control over the content and methods being taught. Critics worry that 

students educated in this type of environment could be ill-equipped to function in a multicultural, 

pluralistic society. Regulation requirements of homeschooling methods and curriculum, as well 

as assessment requirements for students, are inconsistent across states. This study utilized a 

conceptual framework based on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory of human 

development to examine the way that parents perceive the social, emotional, and cognitive 
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development of their own students. The next chapter will present a review of the current 

literature on the topic of homeschooling.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 To examine homeschooling, one must first consider the existing literature regarding this 

complex topic. This chapter begins by examining the history of compulsory education in the 

United States, as well as the emergence of homeschooling as an alternative to conventional 

public or private education. It then goes on to describe the influence of social and religious 

conservatives on the homeschooling movement, and to examine the development of this group as 

a strong political force in United States politics at the state and national levels. This chapter also 

summarizes the current regulations across the states and presents a discussion on trends in 

regulation. Finally, this chapter examines the current research on the effectiveness of 

homeschooling on student academic/cognitive, social, and emotional development, while also 

identifying potential problems with the available data. 

The Historical Foundation of American Education 

Education is a core foundational element of American society, just as it has been in 

civilized nations worldwide throughout history. Researchers who have studied and analyzed the 

homeschooling movement assert that in order to best understand the development of 

homeschooling as well as the complexities of its participants and their motives and ideological 

approaches, one must situate it within the larger historical context of the American educational 

system both at the conception of the United States and in modern life (Gaither, 2008; Kunzman, 

2009b; Murphy, 2013; Stevens, 2001). To provide this historical context, it is necessary to 

examine the earliest manifestations of the American educational system, which many proponents 

of homeschooling identify as the foundation of modern homeschooling (Bach, 2004; Barnett, 
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2013; Erickson, 2005), while others view them as the necessity of a society in its infancy with 

few parallels to the current homeschooling environment (Barnett, 2013; Gaither, 2008). 

Even while struggling to establish strong settlements and communities, the citizens of 

American’s original colonies saw the education of their children as a priority that would benefit 

not only the individual, but the quality and morality of the greater community (Davis, 2011; 

Dumas & Schwarzer, 2010; Gaither, 2008). Colonial education, first in the home and then later 

in common schools in the more established communities, was largely informed by Protestant 

religious norms and ideologies, reflecting the social dominance of the Puritans who settled 

throughout the colonies. Education, however, was already feeling the influence of other groups, 

like Roman Catholics, on the broader society. One of the most compelling motivations for many 

of these settlers to educate their children was one of extreme importance: only a literate person 

could read the Bible and therefore become directly acquainted with the Word of God, thus 

perpetuating and ensuring their Protestant way of life. Gaither (2008) explains, “they greatly 

valued individual and collective Bible reading as the best means for maintaining true religion,” 

as they strongly felt that, “Roman Catholicism could only be successful among illiterate people 

who had no access to the Word of God” (p. 17). At this early point in U.S. history, the home was 

truly the center of educational life for all but the most affluent; in fact, in “the years following 

the adoption of the Constitution, people viewed homeschooling as a parental right and 

responsibility” (Kreager, 2010). Home education at this time included not only reading, writing, 

and religion, but also instruction on household chores, farming, or even the father’s trade.  

When administered by early authoritarian Puritanical Americans, education was certainly 

not the child-centered, empowering endeavor that modern schools strive to be. On the contrary: 

children were seen as stubborn, dangerous creatures, stained with original sin, who Puritan John 
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Robinson once wrote: “must, in the first place, be broken and beaten down; that so the 

foundation of their education being laid in humility and tractableness, other virtues may, in their 

time, be built thereupon” (Gaither, 2008, p.22). These families were largely patriarchal, with 

fathers dictating the moral and educational direction of the family, even if they did not provide 

the bulk of the actual instruction (Kunzman, 2009b). Gaither (2008) notes that by the early 

1800s, however, men had become more engaged outside of the household and women undertook 

more and more of the daily management of the home: “the mother became the household’s soul 

and body, if not its spiritual head” (p. 35). This change in familial dynamics left mothers as the 

chief educators in most households at a time when, whether it was from this feminine influence 

or humanitarian trends in American society, education—both in the home and in the fledgling 

common schools—followed the example of the broader society “characterized by a growing 

sympathy for human pain and aversion to cruelty” (Gaither, 2008, p. 35). 

While it is true that homeschooling was widespread and encouraged during the early 

years of the United States, “this was nearly always done for pragmatic rather than ideological 

reasons” (Gaither, 2008, p. 331); often, the option of a common, public school was simply not 

available to those in early settlements and young villages (Scheriff, 2008). Though modern 

homeschooling is often a response to what parents perceive as a loss of traditional American, 

Protestant beliefs (Kunzman, 2009a), which have since been replaced by more inclusive trends 

that challenge those ideas, the earliest common schools were established to perpetuate just those 

same traditional ideals. Many towns created common schools as a direct response to what they 

viewed as the dangerous influence of immigrants who did not share their common cultural 

beliefs; in fact, a main function of these schools was to “establish social, moral, and religious 

norms of the area and to coercively assimilate minority populations” (Reich, 2007, p. 715). In 
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addition to propagating these cultural aspects of American life, common schools were viewed as 

a way to ensure the continuance of the democratic system in future generations: “Historically, 

the movement to establish common schooling was driven by the task of creating citizens. Early 

proponents of common schooling hoped through schooling to produce a unified citizenry capable 

of democratic self-governance” (Reich, 2007, p. 712). Many early leaders, including Benjamin 

Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, were proponents of the common school (Davis, 2011). Once 

these common schools were established, they were often the focal point of many rural 

communities (Gaither, 2008). 

The Emergence of the Common School and Compulsory Attendance Laws 

As the nation matured and towns and cities became more established, the views of the 

majority of Americans evolved to favor common schooling, reflecting citizens’ new faith in the 

government to be able to provide such complex services, as well as their growing concerns about 

the ability of the average parent to provide a quality education comparable to that which could be 

provided by a trained teacher (Murphy, 2013). According to Davis (2011), in 1647 

Massachusetts passed laws which required each town to create a common school; if parents 

failed to enroll their children in these schools, fines and penalties were imposed. Soon other 

states began to enact compulsory attendance laws which, to varying degrees, required students to 

attend school in some form. Some of the earliest compulsory attendance laws were passed in 

Massachusetts in the 1850s, requiring all families who could afford it to send their students to at 

least twelve weeks of schooling each year (Gerst, 2007; Johnson, 2013). By the mid-nineteenth 

century, similar laws could be found in practically every state. At this point, the increased 

organization of communities, the aforementioned compulsory attendance laws, and the 

movement toward formalized training for educators coalesced, creating a system that greatly 
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institutionalized education and practically mandated the common school in most areas (Dumas et 

al., 2010). 

Even while all of these changes were taking place, homeschooling still existed in the 

United States. While the cities and towns in the East were well established in the nineteenth 

century, many areas of the West were still an expanse of land largely untamed by the white 

settlers. These areas grappled with many of the organizational problems their ancestors on the 

East Coast had dealt with two hundred years before: there simply was not enough infrastructure 

and population in place to maintain a common school (Scheriff, 2008). In these places, students 

were often educated in their own home or by gathering at the home of a neighbor or family 

member for instruction. 

Twentieth Century Emergence of Homeschooling 

Gaither (2008) notes that, “most Americans by the early twentieth century had fully 

embraced the notion that children should learn in schools. School was fast becoming the defining 

life experience of nearly all American youth” (p. 81). By 1920, public schooling was by far the 

preferred method of educating children, and homeschooling was generally regarded as “socially 

unacceptable and illegal” (Vieux, 2014, p. 557). While the common school had gained 

acceptance among the majority of Americans, there were some who were greatly concerned 

about the largely Protestant message that the schools promoted. Catholics, for instance, found 

their own worldviews challenged and even vilified in these new American schools, with some 

feeling that they were “paying taxes to support schools that were systematically undermining 

their home cultures” (Gaither, 2008, p. 42). Rather than reverting to home-based education, 

American Catholics responded by creating a system of private schools through their local 

parishes and diocese (Gaither, 2008). Later, other groups like the Amish and conservative 
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Christians would choose to exit schools that they felt were too secular and threatening to the 

fundamental ideals they held so dear (Vieux, 2014).  

Even though the vast majority of the public subscribed to the public education system, 

some parents still chose to homeschool their children in the early twentieth century, leading to 

conflicts with local officials and, eventually, court cases that would go all the way to the United 

States Supreme Court. Miller (2015) notes that this period marked the beginning of the 

establishment of legal homeschooling:  

This basic idea of parental choice was eventually established for the entire nation in 

Mayer v. Nebraska. In that case, the United States Supreme Court found that parents had 

the right to direct the upbringing of their child. This ruling was later reaffirmed in Pierce 

v. Society of Sisters. (p. 411)  

These cases also marked the beginning of a series of court cases between parents and 

states regarding their choice to homeschool their children and what, if any, role the state should 

play in that process. 

 As the twentieth century progressed it brought great change in the United States. The 

growth of the country brought with it increased cultural, racial, and ideological diversity, and the 

public schools of the period increasingly reflected that diversity in population, practice, and 

curriculum. After desegregation and the 1962 and 1963 Supreme Court’s rulings outlawing 

school sanctioned prayer (Gaither, 2008), American parents found their children attending 

schools that were much more secular than the ethnocentric, Protestant-leaning schools of the past 

(Vieux, 2014). Public schools increasingly began teaching the value of multiculturalism and the 

importance learning about other culture and encouraged students to value diverse ideas (Stevens, 

2001). These changes during the second half of the twentieth century—and the reaction they 
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evoked within conservative Christian communities—would do much to create the seeds from 

which the modern homeschooling movement would grow. Still, some of the earliest 

homeschoolers did not arrive at the decision to homeschool simply as a reaction to this perceived 

growing secularization of American society. One of the most notable examples of a progressive 

homeschooler is John Holt. 

John Holt: Early Homeschooling Advocate.  

Holt was an educational critic in the mid-twentieth century who found many 

shortcomings in the teacher-centered structure of his contemporary educational institutions, and 

his revolutionary ideas about how children learn greatly influenced early progressive 

homeschooling (Gaither, 2008). Scheriff (2008) characterizes the homeschooling movement of 

the 1970s as largely driven by what the culture at the time referred to as “hippies, or other non-

mainstream families,” noting that these home educators, “often followed the philosophy of John 

Holt, a strong advocate of homeschooling. Holt espoused a liberal view that children could learn 

best through unstructured, real-world experiences, a model he called ‘unschooling’” (p. 14). 

While at first simply a critic of the public school system at large, Holt soon became an early 

outspoken voice for those who wished to educate their students at home. His popularity, 

including multiple appearances on the Phil Donahue Show did much to bring homeschooling out 

of the shadows and into the mainstream of American society (Gaither, 2008; Scheriff, 2008).  

Holt’s visibility brought homeschooling out of the shadows and allowed many Americans 

to learn more about this practice, doing much to reduce the stigma that had been associated with 

the practice. More citizens began to view homeschooling as an opportunity to bring creativity 

and individuality back to education, allowing the child to learn through exploration and curiosity 

in the spirit of Holt’s unschooling (McReynolds, 2007). This increasingly positive view of 
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homeschooling has continued to grow, and the public’s view of homeschooling has changed 

markedly over the years. For instance, in a Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll in 1985, “only 16% of 

poll respondents approved of the practice of homeschooling. By 2001, the same poll recorded a 

41% approval rate” (Scheriff, 2008, p. 3).  

As society began to increasingly accept homeschooling, opinion about public schools and 

government was souring. Apple (2007) notes that “there are complicated reasons behind the 

growth of anti-school sentiments” (p. 150) and that they cannot simply be described along lines 

of political views or religion. Gaither (2008) attempts to explain this trend by acknowledging 

that the broader American society at this time was experiencing a general, growing mistrust of 

government and traditional institutions and were no longer seeking to improve elements of the 

system they identified as broken, but instead began to seek alternatives: “[g]iven this pan-

ideological commitment to local, authentic, private life and contempt for establishment 

liberalism, it is not surprising that members of both the countercultural right and the 

countercultural left began to practice and advocate homeschooling” (Gaither, 2008, p. 95) 

Furthermore, people’s frustration with government often manifests itself with concern for the 

public schools as “for many people the school was and is the public institution closest to them in 

their daily life” (Apple, 2004, p. 160). This tendency could also have contributed to the growing 

acceptance and practice of homeschooling. 

The Emergence of the Conservative Homeschooling Movement 

While Holt’s work was extremely child-centered and leftist ideologically, the next wave 

of homeschooling advocates consisted of individuals who were much more conservative and 

largely motivated by their Christian beliefs. While there are many reasons why the conservative 

and more progressive homeschoolers would at times be at odds with one another, even though 



27 

 

they shared a passion for home education, it is possible that their very views of the nature of the 

child could have contributed to their divide. Stevens (2001) asserts that: 

Part of the trouble, as I learned from many parents, was that unschooling’s presumption 

about the inherent goodness of children did not sit well with conservative Protestants, 

who tended to balance their high regard for children’s potential with a strong conviction 

about the inherent sinfulness of humankind. (p. 25) 

The Christian conservatives and their ideological worldview would become the driving force 

behind the growth of homeschooling during the latter part of the twentieth century. 

The Moores  

In the mid-1970s, Raymond and Dorothy Moore began writing about and strongly 

advocating a Christian based homeschooling approach built around the idea that postponing 

formal education and instead providing more “warm and regular time with the parents” would do 

more to foster “eventual stability and cognitive maturity” in developing students (Gaither, 2008, 

p. 132). While they had already received some national attention for their ideas, after their 

appearance with James Dobson on his well-known radio show Focus on the Family in 1977, the 

Moores became major figures in the homeschooling movement, greatly shaping what would 

eventually be a conservative Christian majority among homeschoolers. 

Raymond Moore’s arguments against compulsory attendance laws and public schools 

were wide sweeping; he believed that most children were not ready for public schools at the 

early ages mandated by law, and that premature entrance into the school system was the cause of 

many learning and behavioral disabilities (Scheriff, 2008). Moore’s advocacy for homeschooling 

was far more than pedagogical. He was also a staunch advocate for conservative religious world 

views and felt that homeschooling was the ethical alternative to what he viewed as a strongly 
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secular message being propagated by public schools and an increasingly secularized American 

society. 

Christian Conservative Homeschooling 

While some parents continued to homeschool for reasons of educational approach, 

concern about local school conditions, or to promote liberal ideas, toward the end of the 

twentieth century homeschooling became increasingly dominated by Christian conservatives. 

Johnson (2014) describes this trend, “While the libertarian left and the ideas of Holt dominated 

the early years of the homeschool movement, the religious right, whose ideology was best 

articulated in the works of the Moores, came to represent the majority in the 1980s” (p. 29). 

Acker et al. (2012) also note that the current majority of modern homeschoolers is made up of 

conservative Christians who choose to homeschool for the following two main reasons: first, to 

counteract the secular nature of schools and the potential for their children to be exposed to non-

Christians; and second, the potential for students to be exposed to curriculum and/or subject 

matter that contradicts their Christian beliefs. Vieux (2014) expresses this same idea: “The 

homeschooling alternative is ideal for religious parents because it provides them control over the 

content of their children’s education and the opportunity to insulate them from mainstream, 

secular society” (p. 557). Apple (2007) acknowledged this response to the perceived 

secularization of society and public schools as well, pointing out that in the past three decades 

there has been a pronounced 

withdrawal from the state-run institutions and to a practice of schooling that is meant to 

equip the children of authoritarian populist parents both with an armor to defend what 

these groups believe is their threatened culture and with a set of skills and values that will 
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change the world so that it reflects the conservative religious commitments that are so 

central to their lives. (p. 112) 

 In response to this rise in conservative Christian homeschooling, an entire market has 

emerged of curricular materials and teaching aids designed to create an educational environment 

that is entirely informed by conservative Christian values. According to Reich (2002b) the 

market for materials such as these “is probably the fastest growing segment of the education 

market, expanding at a rate of 15-20 percent a year” (p. 56). Apple (2007) notes that most 

available homeschool curricular materials reflect the conservative Christian ideology, and 

provide enough materials that many parents rely wholly on these to provide instruction in all 

curricular areas, allowing “committed parents to create an entire universe of educational 

experiences that is both rigorously sequenced and tightly controlled—and prevents unwanted 

‘pollution’ from the outside world” (p. 122). 

This desire of some homeschool parents to completely control the message that their 

students receive has caused great concern for many critics who worry that such ideological 

isolationism can result in a group of citizens who are less equipped to participate in a modern, 

multicultural, society. Homeschooling researcher Reich (2002b) expresses the concern that 

educational “[c]ustomization threatens to insulate students from exposure to diverse ideas and 

people and thereby to shield them from the vibrancy of a pluralistic democracy” (p. 56).  

Eventually, even the Moores would express concern about the extremely conservative, 

ideologically rigid element that had begun to dominate the homeschooling community. In their 

book Home School Burnout: 

the Moores provocatively asserted that the biggest enemy to the homeschooling 

movement was not the public school administrator or the social worker but the coalition 
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of movement insiders who rush children into academic curriculum, hold to radical, un-

American antigovernment ideologies, use scare-tactics to drum up membership in their 

unnecessary associations, and foster division among homeschoolers of good will. 

(Gaither, 2008, p. 167) 

The growing power of conservative Christian homeschoolers meant that those who did 

not identify with them ideologically were often left out of the conversation about homeschooling 

and excluded from events and conferences that became increasingly ideological in nature. More 

and more frequently these organizations began requiring members to identify themselves as 

Christian in order to participate in events and receive service. Stevens (2001) explains that 

“[e]ven nominal membership in a local support group typically meant that parents were obliged 

to choose either ‘Christian’ organizations or expressly ‘inclusive’ ones” (p. 18) which are far 

fewer in number and size when compared to Christian homeschooling organizations. 

Home School Legal Defense Association 

 While there are a myriad of organizations that have been created to support homeschool 

parents and students, few of them have the scope and reach of the Home School Legal Defense 

Association (HSLDA) (Apple, 2007; Gaither, 2008; Kunzman, 2009b). The HSLDA was 

established in1983 by Michael Farris and Michael Smith. Farris was a lawyer and homeschool 

parents himself who started his advocacy by first offering pro bono legal representation to 

conservative Christians who found themselves at odds with the government on issues related to 

their belief system (Gaither, 2008). Michael Smith was also a lawyer who was interested in 

serving clients who homeschooled. The organization started as a paid legal defense service that, 

for a fee, would represent homeschooling families in any litigation related to their educational 

practices.  
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Chris Flicka joined the organization in 1985 and brought with him a staunch libertarian 

viewpoint, influenced by mentors who subscribed to the reconstructionist rhetoric and writing of 

J. R. Rushdoony, who advocated strict conservative values and suspicion of all things 

government, that certainly informed Flicka’s opinions on homeschooling regulation. Rushdoony 

(1995) wrote of education:  

Early in the history of the United States, the courts had no doubt that education was a 

function of the parents and no more a function of the state than is the begetting of 

children. Education was seen as an aspect of child-rearing. (p. 322) 

Flicka, partnered with Farris and Smith, helped to grow the organization to now more 

than 80,000 members (HSLDA, 2016). The organization not only provides legal services to their 

paid members, but also provides curricular materials and student resources.  

The Politics of Homeschooling 

Perhaps the most powerful aspect of their organization, however, is their work advocating 

for homeschooling and homeschooling parents: “At the core of their philosophy is the conviction 

that parents are simply the best teachers for their children, and any parent—given the desire and 

willingness to work hard—can homeschool his or her child” (Kunzman, 2009b, p. 113). This 

advocacy extends to their political action committee, HSLDA-PAC, which not only promotes 

homeschooling, but also lobbies lawmakers on other issues that are associated with Christian 

conservative ideology, like traditional marriage and abortion laws.  

The primary issue for political arm of the HSLDA, however, is the fight against 

homeschool regulation: “The highly effective opposition to regulation of homeschooling is led 

by this group through the Home School Legal Defense Association and its lobbying arm, the 

Congressional Action Program” (Acker et al., 2012, p. 517). The group regularly lobbies 
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congress on issues related to homeschooling regulation and is greatly successful in swaying the 

opinions of both lawmakers and the general public. Waddell (2010) describes the current 

political environment toward homeschooling regulation in the following manner: 

Indeed, in many states, homeschooling is not only an accepted alternative to institutional 

education, but also one seemingly favored by the law in that it is subject to little or no 

legal regulation. Due in no small part to the impressive political acumen of the 

homeschooling community, state courts and legislatures altered or reinterpreted existing 

standards or enacted new, more favorable law such that today ten states do not even 

require that parents notify anyone that they plan to homeschool their children. (p. 542) 

Much of this lack of regulation can be attributed to the skill with which homeschoolers have 

learned to come together at the local and national levels to affect policy and advocate for what 

they see as a basic parental right: to educate their children as they see fit with little to no 

government oversight (Hasson, 2012). 

 While there have been countless attempts for homeschoolers to organize into a larger 

force, few organizations have achieved the success of HSLDA. In his book detailing the history 

of homeschooling in the United States, Gaither (2008) surmises that the HSLDA has been so 

successful for several reasons: first, they established themselves at a time when conservatives 

were moving away from the schools and into the political realm; second, the conservative 

homeschooling pioneer Raymond Moore endorsed the HSLDA; next, the organization was 

extremely effective at fundraising; and finally, the founders and main players in the HSLDA 

were closely enmeshed with other leaders of the homeschooling movement, which allowed them 

all to promote each other from their positions.  
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HSLDA co-founder Michael Farris is also president of Patrick Henry University, a 

university founded with the specific intention of training conservative Christian students, many 

of whom have been homeschooled, to take leadership roles in government and public service in 

order to promote conservative Christian values in those positions. Another project associated 

with Farris and HSLDA is Generation Joshua, a youth engagement project that also strives to 

prepare conservative Christian homeschoolers to take active roles in politics and in their 

communities with the intention of promoting Biblical values. Students in this program engage in 

voter registration drives, volunteer for campaigns and conservative organizations, and even 

lobby congress to promote their conservative agenda (Kunzman, 2009b).  

Critics of the HSLDA see this aim as problematic in a liberal democracy that values the 

separation of church and state. Apple (2007) describes his concerns accordingly: 

These aims are both laudable and worrisome. Create an environment where students learn 

to play active roles in reconstructing both their lives and the larger society. But make 

certain that the society they wish to build is based wholly on principles that themselves 

are not open to social criticism by nonbelievers. Only those anointed by their particular 

version of God and only a society built upon that vision held by the anointed are 

legitimate. All else is sinful. (p. 126) 

Reich (2002a) asserts that it is actually harmful to young people to teach such a restricted 

worldview and encourage in them the desire to discount people with ideas and experiences that 

are different than their own. He argues that “a liberal and culturally diverse state ought to situate 

educational purposes within a liberal theory of multicultural education in which an education for 

minimalist autonomy and a multicultural curriculum are fundamental components” (p. 142). 

Cheng (2014) disagrees with this concern and found in his own study of college students who 
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had been homeschooled that they were no less tolerant than their publicly educated peers. Other 

studies also look at how homeschoolers are prepared socially for their lives after homeschooling. 

In a study examining self-esteem and depression rates among college students who had been 

homeschooled, Drenovsky and Cohen (2012) found that the homeschooled students in her study 

reported comparable levels of self-esteem and lower rates of depression when compared with 

their publicly educated peers in the college setting.  

Kunzman (2009b) asserts that HSLDA has a “disproportionate influence on public 

perception and rhetoric” and expresses concern over the extent to which the “HSLDA and state-

level affiliates hold sway over much of the policy environment surrounding homeschooling” (p. 

3). He goes on to explain:  

Critics accuse the organization of habitually framing issues in dire, even apocalyptic 

terms, and frequently overreacting with adversarial zeal when a more measured, 

collaborative approach might foster better relations with other relevant stakeholders, be 

they legislators, public school officials, or community leaders. (Kunzman, 2009b, p. 114) 

It is important to remember that, though this organization and its political action 

committee are the largest and most powerful homeschooling advocacy groups in the United 

States, they do not necessarily represent the philosophy of all homeschoolers. In his own 

research, Kunzman (2009b) found segments of the homeschooling population that did not line up 

behind the HSLDA; he notes that “the fierce independence that leads many of them to 

homeschool in the first place also suggests more diversity within their ranks than might 

otherwise be assumed” (p. 215). This idea is logical considering the fact that it is an aversion to 

larger organizations and imposed authority that drives many homeschooling parents.  
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Kunzman (2009b) notes that when discussing the political engagement of homeschoolers, 

one must make a clear distinction between conservative Christian homeschoolers and those who 

homeschool for other reasons. Kunzman sees these other groups as less organized, while 

“conservative Christian homeschoolers are successful politically because they work well within 

hierarchical structure and have cultivated a cohesive ideology that moves their agenda forward” 

(p. 6). While conservative homeschoolers might be the more visible and politically powerful face 

of the homeschooling movement, it is important to remember they do not necessarily represent 

the motivations and demographic traits of all homeschoolers. 

Demographics of Homeschoolers 

Information about how many students are being homeschooled and about their specific 

demographic traits is available from many private advocacy organizations and some government 

education agencies, but it is unclear how accurately these numbers represent the homeschooling 

population. Gerst (2007) notes that “[d]etermining how many students are being educated at 

home, instead of in a private or public school, can be a difficult task, because there are no 

consistent requirements across states for reporting homeschoolers” (p. 7). The National Center 

for Education Statistics (2011) estimated that there were approximately 1,770,000 students being 

homeschooled that year, and the Home School Legal Defense Association estimates that over 

two million children in the United States are currently being educated in the home (HSLDA, 

2015; Redford, Battle, and Bielick, 2016). Some have even placed the number closer to three 

million (Lips & Feinberg, 2009). Bauman (2001) estimates that the number of homeschoolers 

increases by 15 to 20 percent each year. While data on homeschooling are difficult to collect for 

these reasons, as well as other reasons that will be described in the next section of this chapter, 

most surveys on homeschooling have found that American homeschooled students tend to be 
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whiter, wealthier, and have parents who are more educated than the general population of 

students who attend public schools (Redford, et al., 2016); “For example, only 1.2% of 

homeschool fathers in a study conducted by Dr. Lawrence Rudner in 1998 had not finished high 

school compared to 18.1% of males nationwide” (CHRE, 2015; Ray, 2015a; Rudner, 1999). 

While Apple (2007) also notes that demographic information on homeschoolers is limited, he 

describes this population as “somewhat better educated, slightly more affluent and considerably 

more likely to be White than the population in the state in which they reside” (p. 114-115) 

echoing the common impression that much of the research has created. 

More recent studies, however, have questioned some of these assumptions about the 

homeschooling community. The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), which is the 

primary organization analyzing educational data for the United States government, includes 

information on homeschooled students in their regular surveys. The NCES 2011 National 

Household Education Survey (NHES) included questions on homeschooling, and the data 

collected mostly confirmed these trends but showed that this population might be changing. The 

NCES 2011 survey showed many interesting characteristics about students who are 

homeschooled. For instance, the percentage of homeschoolers who were white decreased from 

previous years’ numbers of 77% (2007) and 74% (2003) to 68%. This indicates a growing trend 

toward greater diversity within the homeschooling community. While the 2003 NHES showed 

that parents of homeschoolers were significantly more educated than those of the general student 

population, the 2011 survey did not reproduce these results, finding that there was very little 

difference in education levels of these two groups. While only partial data on economic trends 

has been released from the 2011 survey, data from this study indicate that students 

homeschooled student tend to come from more affluent homes than their public schooled peers. 
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Regulation of Curriculum, Instructor, and Assessment 

At the center of the debate about homeschooling is the issue of whether or not homebased 

education should be subject to state and federal regulation. Critics of homeschooling often assert 

that oversight is needed to “curtail privatization tendencies that threaten social cohesion and 

equality of opportunity, but also an erosion of good citizenship and public reasonableness” 

(Merry & Karsten, 2010, p. 508). Many have theorized that children who are educated solely in 

the home are denied the experience of exposure to a variety of cultures and ideologies, therefore 

violating the students’ right to form their own opinions and world view, a positive outcome 

consistent with a pluralist liberal democracy (Apple, 2004; Kunzman, 2009a; Kunzman, 2012; 

Reich, 2005). In short, the debate over whether or not to regulate homeschooling in the United 

States is complex and represents a wide variety of views about the purpose of education and the 

role of the government and families in the education of children. 

At one end of the spectrum, some advocate the regulation of curriculum, mandatory 

assessments, educator credentials, and a bare minimum of academic standards; many supporters 

of the homeschooling community, however, reject any regulation whatsoever (Reich, 2005; 

Kunzman, 2010; Vieux, 2014). Common forms of homeschool regulation include: requirements 

for the parents to notify the school districts; various curriculum requirements which include 

general information about the subjects that are required to be taught; record keeping 

requirements, though some states only require the keeping of records and not the submission; 

attendance requirements, in which parents must account for the number of days the student 

received instruction; minimum parental education or teacher licensure requirements; and 

standardized testing requirements (Bach, 2004). Table 2.1 reports homeschool regulations by 

state.  
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Table 2.1 

Homeschooling Regulations by State 

State Notification 
Parent Education 

Minimums 
Criminal Bans 

State 

Mandated 

Subjects 

Assessment 

Requirements 

Alabama One Time None None No None 

Alaska None None None No None 

Arizona One Time None None Yes None 

Arkansas Annual None 

Sex offenders 

must not live in 

the home. 

Parents can 

petition for this 

to be waived. 

No None 

California Annual 

Parents must be 

“capable” of 

teaching. No law 

defines what this 

means, and officials 

are not allowed to 

exercise discretion. 

None Yes None 

Colorado Annual None None Yes 
Periodic assessment or 

evaluation 

Connecticut None None None Yes None 

Delaware Annual None None Yes None 

Dist. 

Columbia 
Annual 

High School 

Diploma. Allows for 

parents to waive this 

requirement if they 

can prove their 

ability to teach. 

None Yes 
Evaluation only upon 

request 

Florida One Time None None No 
Annual assessment or 

evaluation 

Georgia Annual 
High School 

Diploma 
None Yes 

Periodic assessment with 

no ramifications 

Hawaii One Time None None No 
Periodic assessment or 

evaluation 

Idaho None None None Yes None 

Illinois None None None Yes None 

Indiana None None None No None 

Iowa None None None No None 

Kansas One Time 

Parents must be 

“competent” 

instructors. No law 

defines what this 

means, and officials 

are not allowed to 

exercise discretion. 

None No None 
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Table 2.1 (Continued) 

 

Homeschooling Regulations by State 

State Notification 
Parent Education 

Minimums 
Criminal Bans 

State 

Mandated 

Subjects 

Assessment 

Requirements 

Kentucky Annual None None Yes None 

Louisiana Annual None None Yes 
Annual assessment or 

evaluation 

Maine Annual None None Yes 

Annual assessment or 

evaluation with no 

ramifications 

Maryland Annual None None Yes Periodic evaluation 

Massachusetts Annual None None Yes Varies by district 

Michigan None None None Yes None 

Minnesota Annual None None Yes 
Annual assessment with 

no ramifications 

Mississippi Annual None None No None 

Missouri None None None Yes None 

Montana Annual None None Yes None 

Nebraska Annual None None Yes None 

Nevada One Time None None Yes None 

New 

Hampshire 
One Time None None Yes 

Annual assessment or 

evaluation with no 

ramifications 

New Jersey None None None No None 

New Mexico Annual 
High School 

Diploma 
None Yes None 

New York Annual None None Yes 
Annual assessment or 

evaluation 

North 

Carolina 
One Time 

High School 

Diploma 
None No 

Annual assessment or 

evaluation with no 

ramifications 

North Dakota Annual 

High School 

Diploma. Allows for 

temporary 

monitoring if the 

parent does not have 

a high school 

diploma. 

None Yes 

Periodic assessment or 

evaluation. Allows for 

philosophical, moral or 

religious exemption if 

the parent meets certain 

educational 

qualifications. 

Table 2.1 (Continued) 
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Homeschooling Regulations by State 

State Notification 
Parent Education 

Minimums 
Criminal Bans 

State 

Mandated 

Subjects 

Assessment 

Requirements 

Ohio Annual 

High School 

Diploma. Allows for 

temporary 

monitoring if the 

parent does not have 

a high school 

diploma. 

None Yes 
Annual assessment or 

evaluation 

Oklahoma None None None No None 

Oregon One Time None None No 

Periodic assessment with 

no ramifications. Parents 

are not required to 

submit scores to the 

district unless they are 

requested. 

Pennsylvania Annual 
High School 

Diploma 

Parents 

prevented from 

homeschooling 

for five years 

after a range of 

criminal 

convictions. 

Yes 
Annual evaluation and 

periodic testing 

Rhode Island Annual None None Yes None 

South 

Carolina 
Annual None None Yes Annual assessment 

South Dakota Annual 
High School 

Diploma 
None Yes Periodic assessment 

Tennessee Annual None None No Periodic assessment 

Texas None None None Yes None 

Utah Annual None None No None 

Vermont Annual None None Yes 
Annual assessment or 

evaluation 

Virginia 

Annual. 

Provides an 

exception for 

religious 

beliefs. 

 

High School 

Diploma. Allows for 

parents to waive this 

requirement if they 

can prove their 

ability to teach, 

makes exception if 

students are 

following a distance 

learning curriculum, 

and provides an 

exception for 

religious beliefs. 

 

None No 

Annual assessment or 

evaluation. Allows for 

philosophical, moral or 

religious exemption if 

the parent meets certain 

educational 

qualifications. 
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Table 2.1 (Continued) 

 

Homeschooling Regulations by State 

State Notification 
Parent Education 

Minimums 
Criminal Bans 

State 

Mandated 

Subjects 

Assessment 

Requirements 

Washington Annual 

Must meet one of 

four requirements: 

1) Supervised by a 

“certified” person. 

2) Achieved a 

minimum number of 

college credits. 3) 

Taken a course in 

home-based 

instruction. 4) 

Deemed qualified by 

local school board 

None Yes 

Annual assessment or 

evaluation with no 

ramifications 

West Virginia Annual 
At discretion of 

superintendent 
None No None 

Wisconsin Annual None None Yes None 

Wyoming Annual None None Yes None 

Note: Information retrieved from: https://projects.propublica.org/graphics/homeschool 

A common concern among critics is the lack of consistency of regulation among states, 

and furthermore, a lack of consistent enforcement of the laws and regulations that are currently 

in place (Kreh, 2014; Kunzman & Gaither, 2013). Reich (2002a) notes that “[e]ven in states 

where regulations are enforced, the rules are often so minimal or full of loopholes that 

homeschools can be established and maintained with great ease and barely any state monitoring” 

(p. 147). Stevens (2001) expresses these same concerns: 

Home education is legal throughout the United States, but states vary widely in the extent 

to which they require homeschool parents and their children to report to educational 

authorities. Even where formal accounting mechanisms are required, anecdotal evidence 

indicates notably less than full compliance. (p. 13.) 

The concern is that in a completely unregulated environment, there is no way to hold the parent 

accountable for the learning and even the safety of the child in the homeschool environment 
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(Barnett, 2013). Critics fear that the lack of regulation of homeschooling leads to an environment 

in which the abuse of children is difficult to detect and that “allow[s] persons who maltreat 

children to maintain social isolation in order for the abuse and neglect to continue” (Barnett, 

2013, p. 344). 

Arguments against Homeschooling Regulation 

The basic argument against the regulation of homeschooling states that it is the 

fundamental right and obligation for parents to provide an education for their children, and that 

the government should not be involved in educational decision making if the parent does not 

want them involved. Dumas et al., (2010) summarized this argument, “While a state may compel 

the education of children, parents have a fundamental role in deciding how it should be done in 

their family” (p. 65). Advocates for homeschooling argue that not only is homeschooling 

constitutional, it is fundamentally in line with American ideals: “the liberty of parents to select 

an education they deem suitable for their own children,” which does not violate a child’s rights, 

“is one that is consistent with a liberal democratic state aiming to facilitate a plurality of choices 

as well as the exercise of individual liberty” (Merry & Karsten, 2010, p. 509). 

Opinions against government regulation of homeschooling vary from those who want 

only minimal intervention in the homeschooling process to those who reject any regulation at all. 

The vast majority of homeschoolers do not want government regulation of their homeschooling 

practices (Kunzman, 2009b). Waddell (2010) notes that “[e]ven with growing variation in the 

homeschooling community, ‘one article of faith unites all homeschoolers: that home schooling 

should be unregulated’” p. 547). Kunzman (2009b) also notes the aversion that most 

homeschoolers have toward regulation and therefore toward survey and data reporting, stating 

that “most homeschoolers are strongly opposed to any kind of government oversight of their 
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efforts, and therefore refuse to participate in data-gathering attempts” which potentially leads to 

underreporting of homeschooling numbers and potentially skewed data (p. 2). 

Many home educators argue that requiring some level of teaching credential is one of the 

most restrictive regulations that could be placed upon homeschooling parents. Bach (2004) states 

that requiring some kind of teacher certification “is likely the heaviest burden the state can 

impose on home schoolers because it disqualifies virtually all parents” (p. 1357). In response to 

this idea of requiring teaching credentials, homeschooling parents and advocates point to data 

that exhibit that homeschooled children appear to succeed even when their parents lack the 

formal post-secondary education that might be required in the process of obtaining formal 

teaching credentials (Ray, 2004). Basham, Merrifield, & Hepburn (2007) note that studies have 

shown that homeschooled students with uneducated parents actually achieve at higher rates than 

do their counterparts in public schools whose parents have the same lower levels of education: 

“One study found that students taught at home by mothers who had never finished high school 

scored a full 55 percentile points higher than public school students from families with 

comparable education levels” (p. 3). Additionally, Bach (2004) claims that “Based on 

standardized testing, lack of parental education appears to have a less significant negative effect 

on student academic performance for home school students than public school students” (p. 

1357). Claims like this are difficult to substantiate, however, since there is no consistent 

requirement for testing since, as previously mentioned, participation in state standardized testing 

is voluntary in most states (Acker et al., 2012).  

Homeschooling advocates point to the fight for unfettered freedom for home educators as 

fundamental to the very ideals that they perceive as inherent in the American way of life 

(HSLDA, 2016). They argue that denying parents the freedom and flexibility to control the 
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nature of their children’s education is yet another way that a heavy handed American 

government is trying to promote a secular society and restrict the freedom of individuals in how 

they raise their families (Gaither, 2008; Kunzman, 2009b). This theme of insulating the 

interworkings of the family and unfettered freedom for parents to raise their children without 

government interference is repeated often by homeschooling advocates: “While a state may 

compel the education of children, parents have a fundamental role in deciding how it should be 

done in their family” (Dumas et. al, 2010, p. 65). 

Miller (2015) evokes this libertarian view over the battle between states and home 

educators, stating  

High regulation and actual prohibition encroach on this fundamental right and should not 

be allowed or even considered in the United States. . . increasing regulation may solve 

some of today’s minor issues, but it sacrifices the security of parental choice in the future. 

(p. 431) 

Some point to the right to homeschool as a constitutional battle (Olsen, 2009; Yuracko, 2008). 

“Specifically, advocates claim that heightened oversight would infringe on parental liberty under 

the Fourteenth Amendment Due Process Clause and the First Amendment Free Exercise Clause” 

(Barnett, 2013, p. 349). Because of this, the HSLDA has made the passage of what they call the 

Parental Rights Amendment to the United States Constitution a major priority in their lobbying 

and advocacy efforts (Kunzman, 2009b, p. 121). Some homeschooling advocates invoke the fear 

of lost freedoms in their materials and rhetoric. The website for one of these state level 

homeschooling advocacy organizations includes an animated welcome video on its main page 

with extremely striking imagery that includes houses surrounded by barbed wire and children 

being pulled from the arms of their parents by faceless government officials.  
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Current Regulation 

Acker et al., (2012), note that since the 1980s, all states have instituted some kind of laws 

allowing homeschooling with varying degrees of regulation required: “While ten states do not 

even require home school parents to notify the state of their intent to homeschool, currently all 

states have legislated some rules for providing homeschooling, with the stringency of the 

requirements varying widely” (p. 517). In their advocacy against the regulation of 

homeschooling education, the HSLDA has examined each state’s laws regarding homeschooling 

and classified each of the fifty states and territories based upon the organization’s perceptions of 

the invasiveness of homeschooling laws. The categories they have created are as follows:  

 High Regulation, meaning that the state requires notification of the intention to 

homeschool, regular test scores, professional evaluation of student progress, and 

sometimes submission of curriculum and approval of materials;  

 Moderate Regulation, in which the state requires notification, test scores, and/or 

professional evaluation of students;  

 Low Regulation, meaning the state only requires notification from parents; and  

 No Regulation, where parents do not have to initiate any contact with the state 

regarding their intention to homeschool.  

Table 2.2 summarizes where each state or territory falls within the HSLDA’s most recent 

assessment of homeschooling regulation. These classifications are solely based on the opinions 

of the HSLDA organization. Also, it is important to note that these laws are constantly changing, 

so each state’s place in the table might be out of date. For instance, Iowa law does require 

parental notification, though basically nothing else if the student is not receiving services from 

the local school district, but the HSLDA has it classified as a “No Regulation” state. 
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Table 2.2 

State Homeschooling Regulation Levels 

High Regulation 

 

Moderate Regulation 

 

Low Regulation 

 

No Regulation 

 

Massachusetts 

New York 

Pennsylvania 

Rhode Island 

Vermont 

  

American Samoa 

Arkansas 

N. Mariana Islands 

Colorado 

District of Columbia 

Florida 

Hawaii 

Louisiana 

Maine 

Maryland 

Minnesota 

New Hampshire 

North Carolina 

North Dakota 

Ohio 

Oregon 

South Carolina 

South Dakota 

Tennessee  

Virginia 

Washington 

West Virginia 

Alabama 

Arizona 

California 

Delaware 

Georgia 

Kansas 

Kentucky 

Mississippi 

Montana 

Nebraska 

Nevada 

New Mexico 

Utah 

Virgin Islands 

Wisconsin 

Wyoming 

Alaska  

Connecticut 

Guam 

Idaho 

Illinois 

Indiana 

Iowa  

Michigan 

Missouri 

New Jersey 

Oklahoma 

Puerto Rico 

Texas 

 

 

Critics argue that this lack of consistent regulation and procedural requirements makes it nearly 

impossible to assess the effectiveness of homeschooling; additionally, with no uniform minimum 

academic standards, there is no way to ensure that all homeschool students are not receiving a 

quality education (Reich, 2002a; Willard & Oplinger, 2004). 

Homeschooling and Child Development 

 In examining the effectiveness of homeschooling, it is imperative to look at the effect that 

homeschooling has on the social, emotional, and cognitive development of students. There is 

little research on this demographic of students, and what research does exist is sometimes 

criticized for what some see as flawed methodological approaches, as will be discussed later in 
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this chapter. The following section will provide an overview of what the available data and 

research say about these aspects of child development in homeschooled students. 

Social Development 

 Lebeda (2007) describes socialization as “interaction between the child and others in their 

social network” (p. 102). Very little research has been done on how homeschooling affects the 

social development of students, and much of what does exist focuses on the development of 

society, not on the social development of the individual student (Murphy, 2014).  Murphy (2014) 

goes on to note that there is a startling lack of research on the way that homeschooling affects 

social development within familial relationships, since this is claimed by advocates as one of the 

greatest benefits of homeschooling: 

Building healthy families is one of the four driving motives for homeschooling. 

Unfortunately, there is almost no direct research on the topic. Some indirect evidence 

surfaces in some of the case studies of homeschooling. Given its place in the pantheon of 

motivations for home-based education, the lack of research is actually a jarring 

conclusion. (p. 253) 

 Beyond socialization within the family setting, some social scientists have concerns that 

the lack of socialization with same-age peers will negatively affect homeschooled students’ 

social development (Kunzman, 2012; Reich, 2002a). Lebeda (2007) summarizes the concerns of 

many of these critics in following manner: 

They note that homeschooling compresses the three spheres in which children need to be 

successful—home, school, and peers—into a single setting, making socialization ‘very 

difficult for kids.’ They claim that failures of socialization may lead to interpersonal 

conflicts, social isolation, and development of aggressive behavior. (p. 102) 
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At this time, these are little more than suppositions; sufficient data are not available to determine 

what effect homeschooling has on the social development of students. 

Emotional Development 

 Furthermore, there is very little data available that examines the emotional development 

of homeschooled students in comparison to their peers who have attended public schools. Most 

information about emotional development of these students is anecdotal; often successful and 

emotionally well-adjusted former homeschoolers are held up by advocates of homeschooling as 

evidence of the emotional and relational benefits of homeschooling (Kunzman, 2009a). Cheng 

(2013) identifies tolerance as an important part of emotional development, and his study of 

homeschooled students in a Christian university found that homeschooled students were more 

tolerant of the political ideas of others than their public or private schooled peers. Critics have 

noted, however, that this is a very small sample of students who have advanced to the university 

level and that the study might not be representative of the broader population of homeschoolers 

(Murphy, 2014). 

Cognitive Development 

One of the most cited studies on the academic achievement rates of homeschooled 

students is Ray’s (2010) “Academic and Demographic Traits of Homeschool Students.”  This 

study showed a very high success rate for homeschooled students when compared to their peers 

who attended public schools. For instance, a study of 1952 homeschooled students from across 

the United States “found that students, on average, scored in the eightieth percentile or higher in 

every test category” compared to a fifty percent national average (Dumas et al., 2010, p. 73-74). 

However, the homeschooled participants in this study were volunteers, while the public school 

students were required to take the national assessments. There is very little data that controls for 
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the differences in the homeschooled population as compared to the public school population in 

terms of cognitive development (Murphy, 2014).  

Homeschooling Data 

 In public education, there is an abundance of data available regarding student 

assessments, attendance, demographics, graduation rates, and many other measures of student 

success. For homeschoolers, many of whom are homeschooling because of their interest in 

privacy and aversion to government intrusion in their lives, there is a significant lack of data that 

can be viewed as representative of the larger population of homeschoolers. Because of this, “data 

on homeschooling are not always accurate and are often difficult to compile” (Apple, 2004, p. 

149). While many studies have been conducted on homeschooling, these are usually sponsored 

by organizations with an ideological bend toward homeschooling. Murphy (2014) notes that, 

“most of the research that has been undertaken has been conducted by investigators with a good 

deal of interest in shaping results into positive stor-ies, i.e., by advocacy groups whose defined 

mission is to promote the cause of homeschooling” (p. 246). Additionally, study participants are 

often volunteers. Three commonly cited studies on homeschooling are The Cardus Education 

Survey (2011), Rudner’s (1999) study “Home Schooling Works!” (1999), and Ray’s (2010) 

“Academic and Demographic Traits of Homeschool Students: A national study.”  

The Cardus Education Survey.  

The Coalition for Responsible Home Education (CHRE) (2015), an organization that 

seeks to make homeschoolers more accountable, claims that The Cardus Education Survey is 

“one of the only studies of homeschoolers than can be applied to the larger population of 

homeschoolers” (p. 1). Cardus is a Canadian, Christian affiliated think tank. The Cardus survey 

utilized random samples of homeschool graduates and weighted for numbers of participants and 
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for demographic factors (Pennings, Sikkink, Van Pelt, Van Brummelen, & Von Heyking, 2012). 

“Penning et al. found that religious homeschool graduates in the United States were somewhat 

less successful than public school graduates in terms of academics, families, and outlook” 

(CRHE, 2015, p. 3). This study is largely ignored by homeschooling advocacy groups like the 

HSLDA who tend to cite the Rudner and Ray studies in their literature. 

Rudner’s “Home Schooling Works!”  

Critics have asserted that Rudner’s participants were not representative of homeschoolers 

or of the national population of school-age children, and that the study itself does little to prove 

that homeschooled students are more successful than their public school counterparts. In fact, 

“Rudner clearly cautions against drawing this conclusion in the discussion of his results, which is 

omitted from the HSLDA version” (McCracken, 2014b, p. 2). McCracken (2014b), a research 

analyst for the organization Coalition for Responsible Home Education, notes that Rudner 

himself explained that the sample was not random, and the parents volunteered to participate in 

the study; it can be assumed “likely that the homeschoolers who took standardized tests in 1999 

were primarily those children” whose parents expected them to do well (p. 14). In most states, 

“less than 5% of homeschoolers participated in Rudner’s study” (McCracken, 2014b, p. 13). 

Other problems are apparent as well:  

Rudner’s participants differed demographically from the national population of 

homeschoolers in terms of age, race/ethnicity, family structure, and socioeconomic class. 

However, Rudner was not aware of these differences since the NCES data report was not 

released until after his study was. (McCracken, 2014b, p. 14) 

It is McCracken’s (2014b) conclusion that the Rudner study “merely finds that homeschooling 

can be [effective], particularly for rich children, with highly educated parents” and “does not 
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draw any conclusions about the vast majority of homeschoolers, who are not represented in its 

sample” (p. 21).  

Kunzman (2009b) echoes this sentiment, calling the Rudner study “perhaps the most 

mispresented research in the homeschooling universe” and goes on to question Rudner’s research 

methodology and points out that “[a]s the study’s author himself notes, the homeschool 

participants (unlike the public school students’ scores) were an unrepresentative sample, and it 

was not a controlled experiment” (p. 97). These questions about the sample for Rudner’s study 

raise legitimate questions about how accurate or generalizable the conclusions of his study are to 

the larger population of homeschooled students. Additionally, Kunzman (2009b) goes on to raise 

questions about the comparability of the homeschooling assessment data and the assessment data 

of public school students, who take their assessments in much more controlled environments: 

Among a range of inconsistencies, the study drew only from homeschoolers who elected 

to take these tests through a Bob Jones University standardized testing program (in which 

parents typically administer the exams to their own children), then compared this narrow 

slice of homeschoolers to national averages for public and private school students (p. 97). 

Ray’s “Academic and Demographic Traits of Homeschool Students: A national study” 

Paid for by the HSLDA, Ray’s Progress Report (2009) is often used by homeschooling 

advocates as data that support higher achievement rates for homeschooled students when 

compared with their public school peers. This study, as mentioned previously in this chapter, 

reported that homeschooled students scored in the eightieth percentile in national assessments, 

while their public school scored at the fiftieth percentile overall (Dumas et al., 2010).  

Many have been critical of the methodology and conclusions of Ray’s study. While the 

HSLDA provides a summary of this study on its website, it does not address the issues that make 
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the sample questionable. McCracken (2014a) claims that “[d]ue to a number of methodological 

problems. . .this study is not representative of any population larger than the people who actually 

participated” (p. 4). In his own discussion of the conclusions of this study, Ray (2010) even 

states that “it was not possible within the constraints of this study to confirm whether this sample 

is representative of the population of home-educated students” (p. 35). In addition to questions 

about the generalizability of the sample, Kunzman (2009b) notes additional problems with the 

study, which he notes: “relied on the self-reports of volunteers without accounting for parent 

income, education, or other variables, so neither definitive statements about homeschoolers nor 

reliable comparisons with the general U.S. population can be made” (p. 98).  

Looking at the inconsistent nature of much of the data gathered on homeschooling, 

Kunzman (2009b) stated his opinion on the usefulness of this research thusly: “Simply put, no 

studies exist that can substantiate HSLDA’s claim about the academic performance of ‘typical’ 

homeschoolers” (p. 98). Basham et al. (2007) echo this sentiment:  

There are good reasons to be suspicious about easy comparisons between the test scores 

of home schooled and other students, since it is difficult to ensure comparable testing 

conditions or levels of student participation, among other reasons. However, the number 

of scholars and studies comparing the two groups continues to grow, bolstering older 

studies. (p. 3) 

Ultimately, there seems to be a lack of sufficient data that accurately represent the demographic 

traits of homeschoolers, as well the success of these students in terms of academic, social, and 

emotional growth. The data that are available appear to be either incomplete, and therefore 

difficult to definitively apply to the larger population, or seem to have been compiled in a 

manner that is either methodologically troublesome or ideologically biased. 
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Summary 

 Since colonial times, citizens of the United States have given great import to educating 

their children. While the practice of educating students in the home was commonplace in the 

early days of the country, as cities and states grew and developed more resources, parents offered 

up their children to the common schools, first voluntarily and then through compulsory education 

laws. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the vast majority students in the United States 

attended public schools. It was not until the latter part of the twentieth century that 

homeschooling begins to grow as an educational movement. Though it was first inspired my 

leftist counter-culturalists, homeschooling would come to be dominated by conservative 

Christian Americans who viewed the education of their children as a God-given responsibility 

that must undertake and oversee to ensure that their students were not swayed by secular society. 

These conservative homeschoolers were effective at organizing and have grown into a political 

force that cannot be ignored, and one that greatly drives the narrative about regulation of 

homeschooling and assessment of homeschooled kids. The debate over regulation is as varied 

and complex as the current state of homeschool regulation, and more research is needed to learn 

how the phenomenon of homeschooling is affecting students and society in general. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study is to provide insight into the lived experiences of parents who 

homeschool their children; specifically, how they perceive the effect of homeschooling on the 

social, emotional, and cognitive development of their children and how they measure the success 

of their children in the homebased education environment. Additionally, information was 

collected on attitudes of homeschool parents toward state regulation of curriculum resources, 

instructor qualifications, and mandatory assessment reporting. This chapter provides an overview 

of the research design and the methodological approach used to explore the perceptions and 

experiences of the participants. Information is provided about the participants and materials 

examined, the methods used to collect data, and the processes involved in the analysis of the data 

collected, as well as the limitations and delimitations of the study.  

The Qualitative Approach to Research 

 The qualitative research approach is effective in studies that endeavor to examine the 

“meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2014, p. 4). It 

gives the researcher a chance to learn about the complexities of the research participants’ 

experiences through the participants’ own words and ideas. Agee (2009) asserts that the rich 

value of qualitative research lies in its ability to unveil “the ‘microscopic’ details of the social 

and cultural aspects of the individuals’ lives through “asking the kinds of questions that focus on 

the how and the why of human interaction” (pp. 431-432). Denzin and Lincoln (2011) point to 

additional strengths of qualitative research, nothing that “qualitative researchers study things in 

their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the 

meaning people bring to them” (p. 3). This study lends itself to the qualitative approach because 
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of its focus on the homeschool parents’ own experiences and their perceptions of the 

homeschooling process and how they make meaning out of those experiences.  

Philosophical Assumptions and Research Design 

It is important to disclose the philosophical approach of the researcher in order to provide 

a context from which the researcher is working in the creation and execution of the study 

(Creswell, 2014). This study was guided by a constructivist epistemology and a theoretical 

perspective of social justice theory. These philosophical foundations guided my research as I 

examined the phenomenon of homeschooling and its implications on the homeschool child’s 

development.  

Epistemology: Constructivism  

 Crotty (1998) describes epistemology as the examination of how individuals know what 

they know and how they make meaning out of knowledge, noting that most individuals construct 

meaning based on their interactions and experiences with the world around them. This study 

examined the perceptions of those who have chosen to homeschool their children, particularly 

looking at their assessment of the development of their children through Bronfenbrenner’s bio-

ecological systems theory. Therefore, constructivist epistemology, which is the belief that 

people’s known reality is constructed through their interactions with the people and the larger 

world around them (i.e., the systems) is particularly appropriate (Onwuegbuzie, Collins, & Frels, 

2013) for this study. The participants reported on their own perceptions of reality as they 

operated within the multiple systems of their environment. Ozmon (2011) notes that in the 

constructivist epistemology, truth “is made (or constructed), not discovered or uncovered” (p. 

205). Therefore, participants can only report their own perception of reality, as that is truth to 

them. One strength of this phenomenological study is that it allowed the participants to describe 



56 

 

their experiences, and their own perceptions of their constructed reality, in their own words, 

allowing multiple perspectives and insights into the phenomenon of homeschooling (Creswell, 

2014).  

Theoretical Perspective: Social Justice Theory  

Another important consideration in the construction, execution, and analysis of a 

phenomenological study is the theoretical perspective (Butin, 2010). The theoretical perspective 

“provides an overall orienting lens for the study” (Creswell, 2014, p. 64). This study is 

particularly influenced by social justice theory. One of education’s greatest purposes is to 

increase justice and equality in the world, which is also an aim of social justice theory (Freire, 

1993). Cazden (2012) describes social justice theory as having three main elements: 

“Redistribution (economic), recognition (cultural), and representation (political)” (p. 178). Fraser 

(2005) notes that previously, social justice theory had pertained more to the redistribution of 

wealth and resources; today, within social justice theory, the idea of redistribution is looked at 

differently. According to Cazden (2012) redistribution in the case of education is not as much 

about redistributing wealth or tangible resources, but instead about “more equitable distribution” 

of access to education and “intellectual matters” (p. 182). In addition to the concern with making 

education equally accessible, social justice theory concerns itself with issues of the recognition 

and valuing of difference among individuals:   

Today, however, we increasingly encounter a second type of social-justice claim in the 

“politics of recognition.” Here the goal, in its most plausible form, is a difference-friendly 

word, where assimilation or dominant cultural norms is no longer the price of equal 

respect. (Fraser 2005, p. 7) 
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Social justice theory can be applied to an examination of the issues surrounding 

homeschooling in many ways. One concern that critics of homeschooling often discuss is that 

with little to no regulation of homeschooling, there is no guarantee that students are receiving a 

quality education (Reich, 2005; Kunzman, 2009). Blackmore (2013) points out that social justice 

theorists “argue that there is a human right to equal access to education but that it is also in the 

individual’s and the communal best interests for the capabilities of each individual to be 

developed to their fullest” (p. 1007). In other words, it is in the best interests of both the 

individual and society for a student to receive a quality education which prepares him or her to 

be a productive and engaged citizen. Additionally, Blackmore goes on to note: “For this reason, 

children need to be educated in a context that provides more than one view of the world and that 

encourages active participation to learn to be agentic and reflective” (p. 1007). Kunzman (2009b) 

points out that most homeschooled children have the same teacher throughout their 

homeschooling experience, presenting the same worldview and making all curricular choices, 

creating a situation which has the potential to inhibit the likelihood that the student will be 

exposed to a diverse selection of ideologies. This potential for ideological isolationism, whether 

intentional or incidental, can create a lack of tolerance or respect for the differences in culture, 

sexuality, race, and religion that individuals must encounter as part of a diverse culture (Reich, 

2002a).  

Methodological Approach 

 The methodological approach that best fits the purpose of this study on homeschooling 

parents and their perception of their students’ emotional, social, and cognitive development is 

phenomenology. A phenomenological methodology enables the participants to share the 

complex and rich details of their lived experience in the phenomenon of homeschooling. 



58 

 

Additionally, the practice of homeschooling is spread over periods of time and the ability to 

engage with the participants through an ongoing phenomenological study will do much to 

increase understanding of this lived experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). There are layers of 

complexity and meaning in the practice of homeschooling which make it compatible with 

qualitative research techniques. Creswell (2013) notes that phenomenological research 

“describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experience of a concept or 

phenomenon” (p. 76). Moustakas (1994) also emphasizes the importance of capturing the 

complexities of the phenomenon, and notes that this is most possible through phenomenological 

research because it “emphasizes subjectivity and the essences of experience and provides a 

systematic and disciplined methodology for derivation of knowledge” (p. 44). Moustakas goes 

on to note that: 

In phenomenological studies the investigator abstains from making suppositions, focuses 

on a specific topic freshly and naively, constructs a question or problem to guide the 

study, and derives findings that will provide the basis for further research and reflection. 

In phenomenological science a relationship always exists between the external perception 

of natural objects and internal perceptions, memories, and judgments. (pp. 46-47) 

When conducting a phenomenology Moustakas (1994) identifies four principles, epoche, 

phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis, which the phenomenological 

researcher should address. The following subsections describe in detail each of these principles. 

Epoche and Bracketing 

In phenomenological research, it is important to observe and record the meaning created 

by the various situations and phenomenon being observed as accurately as possible and without 

researcher bias. Moustakas (1994) refers to this process of bracketing the researcher’s own 
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experiences and assumptions as the Epoche: “In the Epoche, we set aside our prejudgments, 

biases, and preconceived ideas about things” (p. 85). He goes on to describe the Epoche as  

a preparation for deriving new knowledge but also as an experience in itself, a process of 

setting aside reflections, prejudices, predispositions, and allowing things, events, and 

people to enter anew into consciousness, and to look and see them again, as for the first 

time. (Moustakas, 1994, p. 85) 

The Epoche process is important to ensure that the researcher can look objectively at the 

phenomenon being observed so that the data and conclusions reached are not tainted by that 

researcher’s experience;  the researcher can “come to know” things authentically as they are, not 

how they are expected to be (Moustakas, 1994). 

Phenomenological Reduction 

Phenomenological Reduction is when the researcher focuses on making meaning of the 

experience based on the qualities of the experience.  

In Phenomenological Reduction, the task is that of describing in textural language just 

what one sees, not only in terms of the external object but also the internal act of 

consciousness, the experience as such, the rhythm and relationship between phenomenon 

and self. (Moustakas, 1994, p. 90) 

Moustakas (1994) describes the following steps of Phenomenological Reduction:  

 Bracketing, which involves setting aside assumptions and suppositions of the 

researcher so that the entire research process is rooted solely on the topic and 

question. He notes that this step requires the researcher to take on the character of 

graded prereflection, reflection, and reduction, with concentrated work aimed at 

explicating the essential nature of the phenomenon. The researcher must view the 



60 

 

information being observed from the vantage point of self-awareness, self-reflection, 

and self-knowledge” in order to make authentic meaning of the phenomenon.  

 Horizonalizing, in which every statement initially is treated as having equal value. 

Later, statements that are repeated or irrelevant are deleted, leaving only the Horizons 

(the textural meanings and invariant constituents of the phenomenon). 

 Clustering the Horizons into Themes, which involved grouping the Horizons into 

thematic categories. 

 Organizing the Horizons and Themes into a Coherent Textural Description, of the 

true nature of the phenomenon being studied. (pp. 91-96) 

Imaginative Variation 

The next principle identified by Moustakas is Imaginative Variation. “The task of 

Imaginative Variation is to seek possible meanings through the utilization of imagination, 

varying the frames of reference, employing polarities and reversals, and approaching the 

phenomenon from divergent perspectives” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 97). Moustakas describes the 

steps of Imaginative Variation thusly: 

 Systematic varying of the possible structural meanings that underlie the textural 

meanings. 

 Recognizing the underlying themes or contexts that account for the emergence of the 

phenomenon. 

 Considering the universal structures that precipitate feelings and thoughts with 

reference to the phenomenon. 

 Searching for exemplifications that vividly illustrate the invariant structural themes 

and facilitate the development of a structural description of the phenomenon. (p. 98) 
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Synthesis of Meanings and Essence  

Moustakas (1994) describes the final step in this process, Synthesis, as the “intuitive 

integration of the fundamental textural and structural descriptions into a unified statement of the 

essences of the experience of the phenomenon as a whole” while going on to define essences as 

“that which is common or universal, the condition or quality without which a thing would not be 

what it is” (p. 99). These essences are inexhaustible and only represent that phenomenon at a 

particular time and place from the perspective of that particular researcher (Moustakas, 1994). 

Applying Moustakas Principles to this Study 

 The steps described by Moustakas (1994) were used in this study to shape how I 

approached and interpreted data gathered from the interviews, observations, and document 

analysis. I sought to create the kind of objective approach that Moustakas describes as 

bracketing, and I utilized this structured approach as I analyzed the data collected to create 

themes from which meaning can be ascertained.  

Research Setting 

  Homeschooling happens in a wide variety of geographic settings, urban, suburban, and 

rural. In some rural settings, parents chose to homeschool out of necessity either because of 

geographical or transportation restraints (Stevens, 2001). The act of homeschooling often takes 

place in the family’s home, with much of the instruction happening in the main living and dining 

space of the household. Kunzman (2009b) even describes observing science lessons at the home 

of one homeschool family that took place in the barn where the children were taught about life 

cycles of baby animals; he also noted that some parents incorporated lessons into vacations to 

new places, with what he observed as varying degrees of effectiveness. Some homeschool 

parents and students will collaborate and meet at the home of other home educators for 



62 

 

instruction in areas in which that educator has a higher level of expertise, especially as students 

enter more specialized curricular areas like mathematics, science, and art. Additionally, many 

homeschoolers utilize conferences and workshops that bring homeschoolers together to share 

materials, view curriculum, and organize for both political and social justice projects (Kunzman, 

2009b). The environments in which homeschooling takes place can be as varied as the families 

that practice it. Part of the data collection process in this study was to provide in-depth, rich and 

thick detailed descriptions of each home school location. Through the participant profiles in 

chapter 4, each participant’s homeschool setting is described. 

Participants and Sampling 

The participants of this study are parents who are currently homeschooling one of their 

own children. I engaged in purposeful sampling, meaning that participants who met specific 

criteria (an adult male or female from a state with minimal homeschooling regulation who is 

currently homeschooling one or more of their own children) were recruited in order to provide 

meaningful data on the phenomenon of homeschooling and the homeschool child’s development. 

Engaging in purposeful sampling is commonplace in qualitative research because it provides 

researchers with participants “that will best help the researcher understand the problem and the 

research question” (Creswell, 2014, p. 188). In fact, Seidman (2013) notes that “[t]rue 

randomness would be prohibitive in an in-depth interview study” (p. 55). Engaging a specific 

population that is well immersed in the phenomenon being studied increased the quality of the 

findings and helped to ensure that the data produced will be relevant and informative.  

Because many states, including the state in which this study will take place, do not keep 

statewide records of databases that provide contact information for parents who are 

homeschooling, making contact with a wide segment of this population was a challenge. This 
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was exacerbated by the fact that many members of the homeschooling community feel strongly 

that any intrusion into their process or any attempts to gather data on their students is a violation 

of their right to privacy (Stevens, 2001; Reich, 2005). Because there is not a database or list of 

potential participants from which to search for participants, I engaged in chain referral or 

snowball sampling, in which I made contact with homeschoolers through mutual contacts (see 

Appendix A), and from there asked if they would be willing to provide me with contact 

information for individuals they think might be appropriate for my research (Esterberg, 2002; 

Creswell, 2013). I then sent out emails to potential participants which described the purpose of 

the study, the intended interview regime, and other factors that needed to be considered by 

potential participants (see Appendix B). Esterberg (2002) makes the assertion about “snowball” 

sampling that “[i]n fact, for ‘hidden’ populations or groups of people who engage in stigmatized 

behavior, this may be the only way to recruit interviewees” (p. 93). While homeschoolers are not 

stigmatized per se, many express the desire to avoid any extraneous interruption or intervention 

from outside entities that may they perceive as inhibitive to their privacy or independence.  

Once I made contact with a potential participant, I arranged a phone or personal meeting 

with each individual in which I answered questions about the study, shared further information 

as needed, and ensured that the individual met the parameters of the intended group of 

participants (see Appendix C). It was my intention to interview 6-10 individuals or couples who 

are currently homeschooling at least one of their children; the sample size was determined by the 

point at which I reached data saturation, as recommended by Jones, Torres, and Arminio (2006) 

in regards to qualitative research design. In the end, I reached data saturation with 6 participants. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

  There are many aspects of data collection, including contacting participants, establishing 

rapport, conducting interviews to gather data, document collection, observation, and organizing 

and storing data (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). As appropriate in a phenomenological study, 

the primary data source consisted of interviews with participants who are currently 

homeschooling their own children. Additional data were collected through observation and 

document analysis. 

Interviews 

Researchers suggest that the interview is a key tool in qualitative research (Agee, 2009; 

Creswell, 2014; Seidman, 2013; Yin, 2014). Indeed, Esterberg (2002) wrote that, “Interviewing 

is at the heart of social research” (p. 83). Seidman (2013) notes that social research is different 

than research in the natural sciences because the participants can reflect upon and talk about their 

experiences; interviews allow the researcher to take advantage of that difference. Qualitative 

research seeks to help the researcher more deeply understand the lived experience of the research 

participants, allowing them to talk about their experience with the phenomenon being studied in 

their own words, using their own description. Seidman (2013) also notes that “At the root of in-

depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived experience of other people and the 

meaning they make of that experience” (p. 9). Interviewing allows the researcher to help the 

participant explore their own experiences and the meaning the participant has assigned to that 

experience. In fact, “[a]s a method of inquiry, interviewing is most consistent with people’s 

ability to make meaning through language. It affirms the importance of the individual without 

denigrating the possibility of community and collaboration” (Seidman, 2013, p. 13). 

Interviewing was appropriate for this study as the very purpose of the study is to learn about the 
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lived experience of these homeschool parents and their children and learn about what the 

homeschooling process has meant to them and their children’s emotional, social, and cognitive 

development.  

This study utilized semi-structured interviews in which I was guided by a set of 

predetermined questions, but I shaped and adapted the questions when the participant introduced 

topics that had the potential to increase understanding or bring about a new element of the 

phenomenon (Esterberg, 2002). As noted by Esterberg (2002): “the interviewee’s responses 

shape the order and structure of the interview” and the interviewer “needs to listen carefully to 

the participant’s responses and follow his or her lead” (p. 87). This approach is logical in this 

study because the participants may have observed situations or encountered experiences in the 

process of homeschooling their children that I had not previously anticipated. The interview 

guide is listed as Appendix F. Before interviews began, each participant was asked to complete a 

short demographics survey, which is listed in this document as Appendix E. 

Seidman (2013) suggests a prescribed and well planned approach, which he refers to as: 

“in-depth, phenomenologically based interviewing. The method combines life-history 

interviewing . . . and focused, in-depth interviewing informed by the assumption drawn from 

phenomenology” (p. 14). He goes on to assert that three 90 minute interviews are most 

appropriate in order to fully immerse the interviewer into the experience of the participant 

without asking exhausting the participant. Seidman (2013) suggests the following three interview 

approach:  

Interview 1: Focused Life History. In the first interview, the participant is asked about to 

discuss as much as possible about himself in relation to the topic being studied. In this 

study on homeschooling, parents will be asked about their own experience in school, as 
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well as questions about the systems at play within their lives (e.g. work, religion, culture) 

that interact with or affect their decision to homeschool. 

Interview 2: The Details of the Experience. This interview is focused on the actual details 

of the phenomenon being studied. For this study, interview two will examine the details 

of the homeschooling routine, as well as the reported interactions of the students with 

parents, siblings, and peers. 

Interview 3: Reflection on Meaning. This interview allows the participants to reflect upon 

and explain the meaning which they have assigned to the experience. The last interview 

of this study will ask parents to share the meaning they have made from their experience 

homeschooling, and their understanding of how this experience has affected their 

children and their families. (p. 21-22) 

In this study, the interviews followed this format prescribed by Seidman (2013) in order to most 

effectively understand the perceived experiences of parents who have homeschooled their 

children.  

 The three interviews took place at least two weeks apart, but no more than four weeks 

apart, and were arranged around the participants’ schedules. Whenever possible, they were held 

in the environment in which each participants’ homeschooling takes place. The length of time 

between the interviews allowed for review of the transcript by the researcher, as well as time for 

reflection by the participants on the process. Additionally, since a number of weeks elapsed 

between interviews, parents were at various stages in their homeschool curriculum when the 

three different interviews took place, allowing for a more representative and accurate portrayal of 

their homeschooling experience over time. 
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 Rapport. Building trust between the researcher and participants is of the utmost 

importance in a phenomenological case study (Yin, 2014; Creswell, 2014; Seidman, 2013). I 

began to build rapport with the participants in the initial emailing process. Then I called all of 

those who chose to participate in order to further build rapport and answer any questions they 

had about the study or the process. While it was important to build rapport with the participants, 

it was just as important to avoid developing a relationship between the researcher and 

participants that could inhibit objectivity on the part of the researcher. Throughout the course of 

the three interviews, it was important to be aware of the relationship between researcher and 

participants. Seidman (2013) warns:  

The problem is that, carried to an extreme, the desire to build rapport with the participant 

can transform the interviewing relationship to a full “we” relationship in which the 

question of whose experience is bring related and whose meaning is being made is 

critically confounded. (p. 98) 

I worked to interact with the participants of this study in a way that promoted respect and 

honesty, while I maintained an appropriate level of formality and professional distance between 

the participants and myself. 

Recording and storing data. Interviews with all participants were digitally audio 

recorded. As recommended by Creswell (2014), I also took notes as the interviews were taking 

place. After each interview, I used a certified transcription service to transcribe the data into 

transcripts. The data and transcripts were stored on a password protected computer to which only 

I have access.  

 

 



68 

 

Document Analysis, Audiovisual Materials, and Observation  

In order to more fully understand the homeschooling experience, in addition to 

conducting interviews I examined other sources of data. These included curriculum materials, 

videos on homeschooling, as well as publications and emails from homeschooling support 

organizations. Additionally, I conducted qualitative observations at a homeschooling conference 

where I took notes on the content of the conference as well as the behavior and activities of the 

individuals in that setting (Creswell, 2014). These additional documents and observation notes 

helped me to understand the culture better thus providing me with more resources from which to 

create a thick, rich description of the phenomenon being studied. I also observed and described 

each homeschool setting in which I was able to conduct interviews. 

Ethical considerations 

 It is important to ensure that the study was conducted with the highest ethical principles 

in place. Seidman (2013) notes that there are many steps a researcher can take to minimize risks 

to participants, including providing informed consent documents. The researcher must also strive 

to maintain participant anonymity and protect the data collected from being misused. This was 

particularly important in a study like this one that asked participants to reflect on a subject as 

personal as the development of their children.  

Institutional Review Board  

This study was submitted for approval through Drake University’s Institutional Review 

Board to ensure that it meets safety requirements for participants and that the necessary elements 

are included in the informed consent documents and followed throughout the study. I completed 

the online training course provided by the National Institute of Health, Protecting Human 

Research Participants, in October of 2013. This training detailed the rules and guidelines 
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pertaining to human subjects research. All recommendations by the institutional review board 

were implemented to ensure that the study was conducted with the highest ethical principles, and 

no data were collected until approval from that body was obtained. 

 Informed consent. All participants in this study were given and asked to sign an 

informed consent document that explained the purpose and procedures of the study, as well as 

their own rights. The informed consent followed the structure of Creswell (2014) and included 

information about the researcher and sponsoring institution, the purpose of the study, risks and 

benefits to participants, details of participant involvement, confidentiality for participants, and 

the assurance that participants can withdraw at any time. The informed consent documents for 

this study are provided in Appendix D. 

 Confidentiality. As Seidman (2013) notes, “the participant has the right to privacy and 

the right to request that identities remain confidential and not be revealed” (p. 69). To maintain 

the privacy of the participants, in addition to transcripts being stored in a password protected 

computer, I took additional measures to ensure that the information provided by the participants 

remains anonymous. Names of all participants, as well as names of employers or schools 

attended, were replaced with pseudonyms to minimize the potential that a participant can be 

identified in the data. While the names of individual participants in this study have been changed 

to ensure anonymity, the identities of large homeschooling organizations have been left intact. 

Stevens (2001) notes that: “Organizations are public actors. . . maintaining the given names of 

organizations lends historical veracity to the study and descriptions therein” (p. 21). This allows 

the context of this study to add to the existing body of literature in an historically relevant and 

practically applicable manner. 
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 Power dynamic. Seidman (2013) notes that in all research there is a power dynamic at 

play between the participant and the researcher. In order to reduce the power dynamic, 

interviewers should “avoid leading questions; withhold sharing personal impressions; avoid 

disclosing sensitive information” (Creswell, 2013, p.58). The interview questions in this study 

(see Appendix F) were crafted according to these suggestions in order to diminish the power 

dynamic as much as possible. I avoided leading questions and was careful not to provide positive 

or negative feedback selectively to the participants as the interviews progressed.  

 Reporting of findings. Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014) suggest that there is no one 

method of reporting findings in qualitative research; instead, the goal of the research in both 

design of the study, data analysis procedures, and the reporting of the findings it generates 

should be to “combine theoretical elegance and credibility appropriately with the man ways that 

social events can be described and to find intersections between the propositional thinking of 

most conventional studies and more creative thinking” (p. 324). Additionally, it is important to 

report accurately the themes generated from the data, even if it is inconsistent with the 

expectations of the researcher (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006). Steps were taken to ensure that sound 

qualitative data analysis was carried out with the highest ethical standards in this study.  

Data Analysis and Procedures 

 In this study on homeschooling parents and their perceptions of their students’ 

development, data were derived from the initial recruitment email, demographics surveys, 

interviews of participants, notes from observations, and documents and curriculum materials 

regarding homeschooling. These data were consistent with Malterud’s (2001) description of the 

kinds of data that are associated with qualitative research: “Qualitative research methods involve 

the systematic collection, organization, and interpretation of textual material derived from talk or 
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observation. It is used in the exploration of meanings of social phenomena as experienced by 

individuals themselves in their context” (p. 483). Creswell (2013) notes that: 

Data analysis in qualitative research consists of preparing and organizing the data (i.e. 

text data as in transcripts, or image data as in photographs) for analysis, then reducing the 

data into themes through a process of coding and condensing the codes, and finally 

representing the data in figures, tables, or discussion. (p. 180) 

Creswell (2013) goes on to explain that there are two levels of data analysis in qualitative 

research, the first of which includes a general analysis of the data looking for basic themes and 

ideas. The second stage involves methods that are more specific to the particular qualitative 

methodological design.  At this point in phenomenological data analysis Moustakas (1994) 

suggests horizonalizing common themes that have emerged from the data.  

In this study, for the first stage of data analysis I utilized a procedure outlined by 

Creswell (2013) which consisted of the following steps: 

1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis. This includes examining and categorizing 

documents, reviewing field notes and visual materials, and transcribing data from 

interviews. 

2. Read and look through all the data. This step allows the researcher to get a general 

impression of the content of the data and provides an introduction to the basic ideas 

and themes are might emerge from further examination of the data. 

3. Start coding all of the data. Miles et al. (2014) includes many steps in this process, 

including: getting a sense of the data; examining documents individually for meaning; 

clustering together similar topics or themes from the data; taking these topics or 

themes and then revisiting the data with these particularly in mind; categorizing codes 
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and finding descriptive words for these categories; and finally grouping the data 

according to these codes in one document and perform a preliminary analysis. If 

necessary, recode the existing data.  

 Data analysis in qualitative research involves looking for patterns or commonality in the 

data and then digging deeper into the data to find meaning in those patterns. In this study, I 

utilized a multiple-cycle coding system to uncover the meaning in my data. I began by doing a 

first cycle of coding in which I practiced descriptive coding, which is a method that “assigns 

labels to data to summarize in a word or short phrase—most often a noun—the basic topic of a 

passage of qualitative data (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74). During my second cycle, I used 

simultaneous coding, during which I examined the data through the lenses of the following 

codes: 

1. In Vivo Coding: using quotes or words from the participants themselves as codes 

2. Emotion Coding: labeling the data based on the prevailing emotion conveyed in that 

piece of the data 

3. Values Coding: uses three related codes that reflect the participant’s values, attitudes, 

and beliefs, which, when taken together, can review aspects of the participant’s 

worldview. (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74-75) 

The codes created throughout this process were then examined to identify patterns and larger 

themes from the data that were then interpreted into larger themes and analyzed for insights into 

the subject of the study.  

Design Issues – Goodness and Trustworthiness 

While designing the methods utilized in the study, researchers must make efforts to 

ensure trustworthiness and applicability of the procedures and the findings. Lincoln and Guba 
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(1985) assert that in order to ensure credibility and validity in research, one must engage in the 

research setting for extended periods of time, practice member checks, triangulate data from 

multiple sources, and look at the phenomenon being studied through multiple frameworks, while 

sharing the process with other researchers to act as critical friends who can reinforce or challenge 

the interpretation of the data. In qualitative study design, “qualitative researchers consider that 

dependability, credibility, transferability, and confirmability as trustworthiness criteria ensure the 

rigor of qualitative findings” (Anney, 2014, p. 272; Anfara, 2002). With these criteria in mind, 

the following strategies were incorporated into this study to ensure trustworthiness and quality 

results. 

Dependability  

Bitsch (2005) defines credibility as “the stability of findings over time” (p. 86). This 

stability was ensured in this study through an audit trail (looking at the process and product to be 

sure it is producing reliable findings), a recoding strategy in which I did an initial coding of data 

and then revisited the data after a week to code the data again, and peer evaluation during which 

the I shared procedures and data with the dissertation advisor, as well as other members of the 

doctoral program to ensure best practices (Anney, 2014, p. 278-279). Anfara (2002) adds 

triangulation to the dependability of a study. Data in this study were triangulated by the use of 

multiple sources of data collection; specifically, interviews, observations, and document review.  

Credibility  

A study is credible when it creates an authentic portrayal of the participants, issues, and 

environment being studied (Miles et al., 2014). Well executed qualitative research lends itself to 

credible findings because it provides a rich, thick description of the participants and their 

experiences, leading to better understanding of the phenomenon being studied (Merriam, 2009). 
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Krefting (1990) notes that “[c]redibility requires adequate submersion in the research setting to 

enable recurrent patterns to be identified and verified” (p. 217). In order to obtain credibility, I 

attempted to conduct interviews in the homeschooling environment whenever possible with the 

permission of the participants.  

Transferability  

Transferability can be described as “the degree to which the results qualitative research 

can be transferred to other contexts with other respondents—it is the interpretive equivalent of 

generalizability” (Anney, 2014, p. 277). Krefting (1990) notes that, while some 

phenomenological research is meant to capture the experience of a single individual, if “the 

researcher means to make generalizations about the subject of the research. . . then strategies to 

enhance transferability are important” (p. 220). I attempted to represent the experience of 

homeschoolers in a way that could be representative of the larger population of homeschooling 

families. In order to increase the level of transferability of the data, interviews were done until 

data saturation was reached (Seidman, 2013) and rich, thick detail was used to describe the 

study’s findings. 

Confirmability   

The highest quality research is devoid of researcher bias, and instead great lengths are 

taken to ensure a high level of confirmability. Anney (2014) describes confirmability as “the 

degree to which the results of an inquiry could be confirmed or corroborated by other 

researchers” (p. 279). As suggested by Moustakas (1994), I practiced bracketing so that I could 

avoid tainting the observation and understanding of the phenomenon with my own assumptions 

and suppositions. In addition to the practice of bracketing, to ensure the highest level of 

objectivity possible, the researcher must utilize various methods of triangulation, including 
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member checks in which the participants are allowed to view the transcripts of their interviews 

as well as the themes and assertions developed from the researcher’s analysis of that data (Leech 

and Onweugbuzie, 2007). Krefting (1990) writes of the importance of this practice: 

“Triangulation of multiple methods, data sources, and theoretical perspectives tests the strength 

of the researcher’s ideas” (p. 221).  

Delimitations 

 The scope of this study is delimited to parents who are currently homeschooling their 

children, either fully or partially, in a state with minimal homeschooling regulation. The study 

focused specifically on their implementation of the homeschooling process, as well as their 

perceptions of their own children’s development. While additional issues were brought up in the 

interview process, they were not explored if they did not affect the systems working on the 

homeschooling process. 

Limitations 

A major limitation of this study is that it attempted to look at student development, but 

students are not the study participants; instead, the students’ parents were interviewed and 

reported their own perceptions of their students’ development. Another limitation of this study 

deals with the conceptual framework being utilized: Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) bioecological 

systems theory. Because this study took place over an extended period of time, it could not 

examine and analyze the effect of the chronosystem on students’ social, emotional, and cognitive 

development. In other words, this study looked at development from one point in time. 

Additionally, there is the potential that the participants themselves could be limitations; some 

were more articulate and able to more effectively share and reflect upon their experiences, while 

others were less effective in doing so (Yin, 2014). 
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Summary 

 This chapter outlined the rationale for the qualitative approach that was used in this 

phenomenological study on homeschooling parents and how they perceive the emotional, social, 

and cognitive development. It described and provided rationale for the methodology of the 

study’s design and intended data collection and analysis procedures. Additionally, issues of 

ethics, rapport, and the role of the researcher were explored, and the limitations and delimitations 

of the study were discussed.  
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CHAPTER 4 

PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

 For this study, six adult female individuals who are currently homeschooling one or more 

of their own children in a low-regulation state were selected for a series of three interviews. 

These participants consisted of those who homeschooled for conservative religious reasons, as 

well as those who did not choose to homeschool to promote a religious ideology. All six stated 

that one of the most important factors in their decision to homeschool was the desire for a quality 

education for their children. This chapter presents profiles of each participant, not to provide 

personal life details, but instead, as described in the phenomenological approach of Moustakas 

(1994), to provide a context of the demographics and situational context in which these 

individuals undertake the task of homeschooling their children. All identifying names of towns, 

schools, and individuals have been changed to ensure anonymity.  

This chapter will provide a profile for each the six participants, including information 

regarding the following five areas: demographics—a summary of the income levels, education 

levels, political leanings, and other pertinent information to help understand who these 

homeschoolers are; situational overview— a basic description of the setting in which the 

homeschooler lives and works; educational background—details about each homeschool 

parent’s own education background and experience; the decision to homeschool—the unique 

process each participant underwent on her own journey to homeschooling; and educational 

approach—a description of the homeschooler’s educational philosophy, curricular materials 

utilized, and educational priorities. These areas of focus were selected in order to explain the 

complexity of the process of homeschooling, as well as the unique experiences of the 

homeschooling parents themselves. 
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Composite Profile of Participants 

Table 4.1 provides an overview of the demographic information of the six homeschooling 

parents who took part in this study, including information on income, race, gender, marital 

status, employment status, and political affiliation. Pseudonyms have provided for each 

participant.  

Table 4.1 

Participant Demographics 

Name Age 

Range 

Sex Race/ 

Ethnicity 

Marital 

Status 

Annual 

Income 

(in U.S. 

dollars) 

Highest 

Education 

Level 

Employment 

Status 

(Outside of 

the home) 

Political 

Affiliation 

(Independent, 

Republican, 

or Democrat) 

Marie 30-39 F White Single 25, 000-

49,999 

Two year 

degree or 

certificate 

Full time 

laboratory 

technician 

Other 

Joy 40-49 F White Married 50,000- 

74,999 

Masters Not 

employed 

Independent 

Sandra 40-49 F White Married 25, 000-

49,999 

Bachelors Part Time in 

community 

college 

library 

Independent 

Nancy 50-59 F White Married 50,000- 

74,999 

Bachelors Not 

employed 

Republican 

Teri 30-39 F White Married 75,000- 

99,999 

Masters Full time as 

photographer 

Independent 

Jane 40-49 F White Married 75,000- 

99,999 

Bachelors Not 

employed, 

but works on 

family farm 

Independent 

 

Research Setting 

 The setting for this study focused on adult individuals who were homeschooling one or 

more of their children in a state that has been identified by the Home School Legal Defense 

Association, a leading homeschool advocacy organization, as having low regulations (HSDLA, 

2016). Interviews were conducted mostly in the homes of the participants, often in the space 
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dedicated to homeschooling, with the exception of one participant, who asked that we meet at a 

neutral location (a local coffee shop) for the interviews.  

Participant Profiles 

 The following section provides descriptions of the six participants who were interviewed 

in this study. Information is given on demographics, the situational overview, the educational 

background of each participant, factors that affected each participant’s decision to homeschool, 

and each participant’s educational approach.  

Marie 

Marie is a white, single female who is raising her son as a single parent. She holds a two-

year degree from a local community college. Her job as a laboratory technician provides her with 

an income between 25,000 and 49,999 dollars per year. She reports that she does not identify as a 

member of any of the major political parties, but there was a Bernie Sanders 2016 presidential 

campaign sign on her front porch. She describes herself as “not religious.” 

Situational Overview. Marie is a strong willed, feisty young woman in her early thirties 

who is currently homeschooling her only child, nine year old Nick. Marie is an opinionated 

woman who is extremely willing to express her thoughts on a variety of topics, especially while 

discussing the education of her son. She is very blunt at times, but noted that “I can be pretty 

friendly, I guess.” Still, she grinned as she admitted that she “swears like a sailor on occasions,” 

a trait that we was not afraid to share with me in the course of our three interviews. She and Nick 

live with her mother and step father in a suburban small town outside of a large city in the central 

United States. The home is two stories and has a large unfenced yard that backs up to a walking 

trail. The bulk of the homeschooling activities take place in the family room of the house, where 

there are two desks and a number of bookshelves filled with young adult books as well as 
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various curricular materials. A small, handheld whiteboard is often used when she instructs Nick 

on the couch in front of the fireplace. Additional activities take place in the yard, at local parks, 

and in any number of the homeschooling groups of which she is a member. She stays home with 

him during the day to care for him and to homeschool him, but works 30-40 hours a week at a 

regional hospital as a laboratory technician during long shifts on the weekends and shorter shifts 

on occasional evenings. She has lived in the area for seven years, but grew up in a larger city on 

the west coast of the United States. 

Educational Background. As stated, Marie grew up on the West Coast of the United 

States, living first in the suburbs of one large city, and then moving to another city where she 

lived in a neighborhood that she described as much rougher, and as a “ghetto.” However, Marie 

spoke highly of her first elementary school: 

It was a public school, but it was almost more like a charter school, because half the 

school was just regular public school, and then they did a drawing for—they had two 

classes in each grade, and they did a drawing for who got into those classes, because half 

the day was English and half the day was Spanish. It was immersion. It was a full-on 

immersion school for elementary school. . .  There was lots of bullying at that school, but 

it was education-wise amazing.  

This experience in a top-notch elementary, Marie admitted, has affected her expectations 

for her son’s schooling. 

[M]y standard as a child was set so high, and they just—there wasn’t really a benchmark 

of, “Oh, you need to be right here, and that’s where we stop.” It was, “How exciting can 

we make this? How far can you guys go?” Even the worst kids in the class knew a crap 
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ton of stuff. It was very—my perspective on what he should have been learning as a 

small child was very skewed by my childhood experience being very advanced.  

Marie’s educational experience changed when she moved and started a new school in a 

different city. At first, she still did well, but was often bored because she felt she was ahead of 

her classmates. She stated that she actually started having academic problems in middle school 

when her parents got a divorce. In addition to the stress of the divorce, she pointed to feelings of 

isolation, plus her own tendency as a perfectionist as contributing factors toward her academic 

struggles, which eventually landed her in a series of alternative high schools: 

I ended up going to a couple alternative schools, and then halfway through that, I moved 

to a city in the central east coast (sic) with my mom and her current husband. . . I hated 

the school out there. Oh, man. I basically just showed up and did my thing, and I didn’t 

make a lot of friends there. It was almost awkward, but yeah. It really—they had one 

class where I can just make up credits at my own pace, and I was probably like a year and 

a half behind on credits. I ended up graduating on time because I got to just make the 

credits up at my own pace, and I was really good, “sit down and get it done” kind of 

worker.  

 After moving to the central United States and giving birth to her son when she was 20, 

Marie attended community college to become a laboratory technician, which she currently does 

on nights and weekends at her local hospital. 

 The Decision to Homeschool. Marie’s son Nick began his education in a public school 

where she volunteered at least one day a week, so she felt like she had a good understanding of 

what was going on in the school he attended. She decided to pull Nick from public school after 

seeing him begin to struggle during his second grade year as his advanced academic skills made 
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him feel isolated from his peers. She was unhappy with the possible interventions offered by the 

local school: 

Basically, the whole time he went to that school, it was a whole lot of, “Oh, yeah, we can 

do this for him,” and telling me all these really good ideas, and I’m like, “Yes, let’s do 

this.” And then nothing ever got done. It was at the end of second grade, they finally sat 

me down and were like, “So would you consider bumping him a grade?” And I’m like, 

“You guys can suck it right now. I’m done.” I was so beyond done by the time he was in 

second grade. I’m like, “He’s already made his friends. He’s established. You would set 

him back socially to put him where he needs to be academically, which would in turn 

affect him academically. It would not go well to bump him at this point. That’s a terrible 

idea. Who thought of this?”  

Still, she noted that while she’s very willing to homeschool, she is not doing it lightly, and it was 

not the original educational plan she had for her son: “[I]f the public school method was 

working, we wouldn’t be homeschooling. Trust me, I love my kid. I love spending time with him 

and all, but if it was working, I probably never would have pulled him out.” 

Marie’s first idea was to do online schooling, which she and Nick did for one year (3rd 

grade), but both Nick and Marie soon felt this was not the right course of action. He found it 

“boring” and she saw it as too prescribed, almost just another form of one-size-fits-all public 

schooling. Additionally, she had trouble finding enrichment activities through the online school 

for her advanced student, noting:  

all they did for that is they gave him extra work. I’m like, “He doesn’t need extra work. 

He’s proficient at this. He needs to move on to the next level from this and not waste his 

time doing this all day.” 
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 The decision to homeschool came after lamenting her son’s educational problems with a 

friend. Marie described that moment as almost epiphanic: 

I was talking to one of my friends who—her daughter goes to school—and she lives up 

the street, and her daughter does the public school. They were in the same class, and they 

played together and whatnot. I was talking to her and complaining about how, him not 

being challenged in class. She—it’s an “Aha!” moment. There’s no big lead-up to it. It 

was just—she was like, “Yeah, well, what are you going to do about it?” And I was like, 

“Challenge accepted. I’m going to homeschool.”   

Educational Approach. Marie’s approach is extremely student centered, taking into 

account Nick’s educational needs, his interests, and his day to day tolerance for the work they 

have to tackle together. She tries hard to present challenging material in ways that he will find 

engaging: 

I try to not just throw it at him, and be like, “Bam—integers, negative numbers, do it 

now!” We try and work into it. I found that if I find a video for him, I can work it out. 

Usually, we try and wrap up, at least get to a good stopping point by the end of the week, 

and then over the weekend, it’s like, maybe something for review or if he’s struggling 

with something, we’ll hit that.  

She works hard to make it fun and interesting, trying hard to present varying activities 

and presentation methods: 

It can be fun. We will make it fun. We will do field trips and whatnot, and it will be good. 

Yeah, he really likes the math and science, but we do a lot of hands-on stuff, because I 

know just worksheet after worksheet sucks. We try and make it fun. The deck of cards 

sitting out, he was doing—we’re learning integers, so negative numbers is our first go 
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with negative numbers right now, and he’s been wanting to learn negative numbers, and 

we hit the negative numbers, and he’s like, “I have no idea what is going on here.” So I 

had him get out the deck of cards and I say, “Flip two cards.” You know, I think I said if 

it’s black, it’s a positive number. If it’s red, it’s a negative number, and then work it out 

like that. He went through a little bit of that to practice. That’s, you know, I could have 

given him a worksheet, and that would have been way less fun. Throwing that sort of 

stuff in helps it. 

 In addition to the need to keep it fun, in our interviews, Marie stressed the importance of 

being willing to be flexible as a homeschool educator. When asked, what are the most important 

qualities of an effective home educator, she quickly pointed to a willingness to be flexible: 

“Being able to see if something isn’t working. . . flexibility. Being able to change it up when 

something isn’t working.” She, like many of the other participants, revisited this theme 

frequently in our interviews, and I will explore it in more detail during the next chapter.  

Marie is happy with her decision to homeschool: “Even where he’s at educationally, 

aside, he’s a lot happier.” And Nick seems to feel the same, as she noted: “He really is at the 

point right now where he absolutely does not want to go back to public school.” 

Joy  

Joy is a white, married female in her early forties. She lives in an urban neighborhood in 

a city of approximately 200,000 residents located in the central region of the United States. Her 

family earns 50,000- 74,999 dollars per year from her husband’s job as a public school teacher. 

She earned a master’s degree in Curriculum and Instruction from a college in another part of the 

country. At the time of this study, Joy did not work outside of the home though she previously 
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worked as a public school teacher. She describes herself as a politically liberal Independent and 

as an atheist.  

Situational Overview. Joy is a former elementary school teacher who is currently 

homeschooling her three boys: Mitch (10), Joseph (7), and Calvin (5). Her husband is currently a 

teacher in their local public school system, and while he helps with occasional lessons, she 

makes the bulk of the decisions regarding instruction and curriculum. The family lives in a cozy, 

welcoming brick house in a well-established neighborhood of mature trees and modest, well-kept 

homes near a large university campus. While they do take advantage of homeschooling programs 

through the local school district, most of the instruction takes place in the home, either at the 

kitchen table or in the living room around the coffee table. She notes that they began with a room 

devoted specifically to their homeschooling, but that the endeavor basically outgrew the room. 

Plastic bins of books and current projects are visible in the living room, and the three boys were 

very willing to show off some of their recent projects and current school work.  

Educational Background.  Joy attended Catholic schools first through twelfth grade in 

the same city where she currently resides. While she described her mother as a “devout 

Catholic,” she said that the primary reason she attended Catholic school was because her mother 

was a teacher at there, and it was convenient for her to simply go to school with her mother. In 

fact, both of her parents were teachers, and Joy feels that this helped prepare her for school as a 

student: 

So school was easy for me. . . I knew how to behave in school and how to get through 

school.  I knew the tricks of the trade and whatever, and testing was easy. There was 

never a problem in high school.  I went over to Lincoln Catholic and it was the same. . . 

School always came easy for me.  
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Joy’s K-12 experience was overwhelmingly positive, though she reported the common stressors 

that many students encounter, like occasional bullying in middle school. She also noted that it 

was sometimes difficult to attend school in the same building where her mother was a teacher. 

Still, she said she, “felt really successful and it never seemed hard. It was just an easy, fun thing 

to go to school and hang out with friends, and the work wasn’t too hard.”  

After high school, Joy moved out of state and earned a bachelor’s degree in Elementary 

Education, as did her husband. They both began teaching in the public schools where they lived. 

Joy later went back to school to get her master’s degree in Curriculum and Instruction. She then 

taught for a few more years before moving back to her hometown, having her children, and 

eventually deciding to homeschool. 

The Decision to Homeschool. Joy described the process of deciding whether or not to 

homeschool as “super stressful.” They had a few acquaintances with whom she and her husband 

had discussed homeschooling, but they ultimately placed their first son, Mitch, in public school. 

She describes a negative experience in which his kindergarten teacher was in “her last year 

before retiring, and she was just very stressed and very grumpy” which upset Mitch and 

prevented him from getting the attention Joy felt he needed. She said that Mitch’s first grade 

teacher was “the sweetest,” but Joy was unhappy with his limited academic growth that year. It 

was a conversation with another parent who was homeschooling that helped Joy make the 

decision to try this nontraditional approach in her own family: 

I remember struggling and my neighbor next door, she’s the one that wanted to 

homeschool but her kids are younger, and she’s like, “Quit worrying about it.  Just try it 

and if it doesn’t work, you can put them back in school.” She’s like, “Joy, stop stressing.  

You obviously want to try it, because you’re thinking about it so much.” So then we’re 
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like, okay. So then we were under the assumption we’d try it for a year and if it didn’t 

work, we’d put them back in, and we tried it and we loved it.  But there was a struggle 

there for me of being the elementary school teacher in public schools of like—it was June 

and July and I was ready to start, like what’s my curriculum for the next year?  Let’s start 

planning.  Let’s start thinking this out. I [was] so panicked . . . But now, after three years, 

I’m like, oh, yeah, it’s not a big deal.   

Joy appears very satisfied with her family’s decision to homeschool the boys, and has continued 

homeschooling with her two younger boys Joseph and Calvin. 

Educational Approach. While Joy’s mother was at least in part religiously motivated to 

place her daughter in parochial schools, Joy is passionate about taking a secular approach to 

education. A self-described atheist, Joy has even gone so far as to create and participate in online 

groups specifically geared toward atheist and agnostic families in her area. She has also sought 

out other secular homeschooling families with whom she sometimes discusses curriculum and 

planning, and with whom she and her three sons sometimes share play dates. She is motivated to 

find curriculum resources that are not religiously based, and has concerns about certain subjects: 

“especially science and some of those things, or history books.  I was trying to find history books 

that weren’t so Christian-slanted.” 

Like many of the other homeschoolers in this study, Joy pointed out the need for 

flexibility as a home educator. She noted that her approach to homeschooling is much like her 

family’s overall laid back approach to life:  

My husband and I also aren’t huge goal setters in our own lives.  We’re very much just 

trying to be in the moment and live in the moment and not—we don’t have a five-year 
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plan or a ten-year plan like some people do.  Probably the same with our kids: go with 

how it’s going and if it’s not working, then we switch it.   

This attitude is also espoused in her approach to curriculum and instruction for her students. She 

pointed to the need to respect the students’ needs and meet them where they are, not where she 

hoped they would be on a given day of instruction: 

When I was a public education teacher, you had your schedule.  And I know it changed a 

lot and different things came up, and it was a lot more rigid.  But here, you just sort of 

come and go as you please with it.  If they’re not in the mood right then, you take a 

break.  You don’t do it.  In the public school. . . you don’t have a choice.  Here’s your 

work: you have to do it.  If you don’t do it, there are going to be some harsh 

consequences.  Here it’s more like, okay, we can listen to your feelings and respect that 

and be flexible.   

One of the most important qualities of Joy’s educational approach is her strong desire for 

her kids to not only learn the material, but to learn to be independent thinkers and life-long 

learners. She does not want them to see the learning process being comprised of her “bestowing 

upon them this great knowledge” and them passively taking it in, but instead “to keep working 

on learning how to learn.  I want them to be able to teach themselves, because . . . in the long 

term, they’re not always going to have me with them.” This was an idea that she returned to 

multiple times during our interview.  

Sandra  

Sandra is a married, white female in her forties who lives in a small town of 

approximately 700 residents in the central United States. She has a bachelor’s degree in Music 

Education. In his duties as pastor, her husband works full time, and she works approximately 
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fifteen hours a week in the library of a local community college, creating a combined household 

income in the range of 25,000-49,999 dollars per year. She also devotes her time extensively to 

her husband’s ministry. She identifies as politically Independent. She and her family are part of 

the Christian Reformed Church.  

Situational Overview. Sandra, who described herself “as a wife and mother primarily,” 

is a mother of four boys: Tobias (16), Frank (14), David (10), and John (7). She and her boys live 

with her husband in the house associated with the local Christian Reformed Church, of which her 

husband is the pastor. Her part time work in the library of a small community college allows her 

the chance to review and borrow materials which she then uses to supplement the curriculum in 

her homeschooling. The house is large and welcoming, with many hallways and rooms, 

including a library where most of the homeschooling instruction takes place. This room contains 

beautiful oak built-in shelves which are filled with books and homeschooling curriculum 

materials. There are also educational posters on the walls, computer desks teeming with 

notebooks and papers, and various boxes of schooling materials set neatly against the wall. A 

couch is also central in the room, providing a comfortable place for reading, discussion, and 

individual instruction. Sandra and her family began homeschooling in the Northeastern region of 

the United States, but returned to her current area to be closer to her aging parents and in-laws, 

who each live less than an hour away from her family.  

Educational Background.  Sandra, the daughter of a pastor and a public school Home 

Economics teacher, attended kindergarten in one Midwestern state, but moved to the region 

where she currently lived in first grade. Even while describing that move, she pointed to what 

she feels is the unnatural rigidity of the school system on young students: she told me the story of 



90 

 

switching to a new school with opposite rules about students sitting on the carpet versus being in 

their seats and that it took almost a full year for her to adapt.  

She attended a rural school in a town of less than 1000 residents; this district was 

eventually incorporated with a neighboring district. Even with those changes, she noted that she 

enjoyed school, especially her music and speech education:  

I loved it. School was easy for me, I loved being around people, there was never an issue 

of not wanting to be around people. I wasn't very athletic, so I didn't always fit in, but 

once I found my music and speech niche, I was okay. 

Still, she experienced the normal stressors of fitting in, or finding her “tribe” as she put it. She 

said her largest frustration in her own schooling was the way that people fell into cliques, and she 

noted that those cliques were even still existent when she attended her twentieth class reunion 

celebration:  

Everyone fell right back into high school patterns. The popular, athletic kids all sat at one 

table . . . you kind of find a place, it was small talk all night long and it was just not even 

fun. On the way home I said to my husband, I said, "Yep, I think that's it for high school 

class reunions. I'm done with that." 

Sandra went on to college to obtain a bachelor’s degree in Music Education, which she 

said she used “for a teensy eensy little bit in a school setting.”  She plays many instruments, 

including flute, piano, and woodwinds, and while she does not continue to teach outside the 

home, she uses her musical abilities in the community and to play for her husband’s 

congregation when needed, which is quite regularly. Her husband has a master’s degree in 

Divinity.  
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The Decision to Homeschool. As mentioned, Sandra began homeschooling her children 

while living in the Northeast. Her first son attended public school through third grade, and her 

second attended kindergarten in public school. From the times her first son began attending 

school, she and her husband had a number of concerns that would eventually coalesce and lead 

to their decision to begin homeschooling their children. The first concern she had revolved 

around the lack of scheduled outdoor activity times and recess in the school her children 

attended; in fact, she went as far as to describe it as having “no regular outdoor recess.” She went 

on to explain that it was up to each homeroom teacher to schedule recess at their own discretion, 

and many would forego recess altogether, or save it until Friday as a reward for students who had 

all of their work done. Sandra saw this as a major problem for her child: “Tobias was very 

fidgety and he would actually pick at his skin” when he was struggling with keeping still. Sandra 

was deeply concerned about this lack of activity not only for her own children but for the 

students in general, and she described reaching out to the school’s administrators with little 

success: “I was regularly involved in PTA. I went to the PTA about it, and the Principal and the 

Vice Principal looked right at me and said, ‘That's just the way it is here.’"  

Another concern of Sandra and her husband pertained to how decisions were made 

regarding what would and would not be taught in the public school. A tipping point for Sandra’s 

family came when Tobias was in second grade, learning about December holidays. She felt 

strongly that her Christian religion was not being as equally represented as other religions: 

[I]t was perfectly fine to teach about what Hanukkah was. It was perfectly fine to teach 

about what Kwanzaa was, but Christmas was Santa Claus. My husband went and talked 

to the Principal about it, and the Principal was like, "Yeah, I understand your concern, but 

we can't say anything about Jesus." 
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In addition to her perception that the school was not adequately representing her 

Christian heritage, she felt that public schools also restricted their content too much based on 

what would be assessed on standardized tests. She recalled a conversation with Tobias’s third 

grade teacher at conferences that reinforced her concern: 

Then, she said, "We used to have a really great space unit that the kids loved, but they 

don't test on that anymore so I can't teach it" . . . and that was the day we went home and 

said our kids are not going to be in that school next year. 

Sandra and her husband decided to allow her two kids to finish out the year while they made 

their decision about how to proceed. This waiting period served a two-fold purpose: first, she and 

her husband wanted time to consider options (like area private schools) and to research 

homeschooling; and second, she was expecting another baby and wanted to deliver the baby 

before taking on such a large change for her family. They begin reaching out to others who might 

be able to help inform them about how to proceed, and the input they received reinforced their 

eventual decision to homeschool: 

Before we started really broadcasting that we were going to homeschool, we pulled 

teachers that were from church, or teachers that we knew and trusted, and said we're 

thinking about this, what do you think? Every single person, every single teacher that we 

talked to, said do it. Get them out of here. We said okay, that's all I need, so we did. 

Educational Approach. Sandra’s approach to homeschooling was the most structured of 

the participants that I interviewed. She purchased and followed a specific curriculum from a 

company called Tapestry of Grace which the company’s 2016 catalog describes as “uniquely 

structured to serve both students and teachers.” Operating on a four year cycle, “Tapestry uses 

the history of the world to organize your study of the Humanities. Your family’s journey through 
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history spans four years, with all students studying the same era of history, each at their own 

levels” (Tapestry of Grace, 2016, p. 4). Sandra has recently even worked as a representative for 

this company, promoting the curriculum to other homeschool families. In addition to her 

structured approach to curriculum, Sandra also shared the detailed transcripts of the students’ 

coursework in which she has meticulously recorded their units of study. She utilizes transcript 

methods suggested by the Home School Legal Defense Association (HSLDA), a leading 

homeschool advocacy group and powerful lobbying organization. 

While Sandra echoed the other participants’ statements regarding the importance of 

flexibility in the homeschooling experience, she is extremely organized and uses her job at the 

community college library to supplement her own materials, often looking forward and planning 

well in advance: 

I place my holds for a whole semester, and I would just say well I need it by this date. . . I 

would just set up the whole semester at once and I'd get these phone calls, "Hey, you 

have books in," "Yeah? What book?" I set up those holds a long time ago. 

Sandra’s philosophy as an educator appears to cast her as a facilitator, one who helps her 

students learn how to learn for themselves, rather than as a presenter of information with her 

students as receptacles for that information. She feels that her curriculum reinforces this 

approach and helps them grow as independent thinkers: 

I see how it's building and how it's helping my kids think, and connect, and analyze, and 

that's what I want them to do. I don't want them to be able to spit facts at you. I want 

them to be able to look at whatever's in front of them and say is this true, is this false, if 

this is true what does that mean for this. That's what this curriculum is doing. 

Still, even with her more structured approach to homeschooling, Sandra stressed the need 
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for flexibility that is echoed by the other participants. Though she and her four students are 

definitely guided by the curriculum, she noted that what is most important are the needs of her 

students, meeting them where they are on a given day, even if this means straying from the 

established plan for the day:  

Yes, sometimes we interrupt. Sometimes we just call it good enough and go on. I had 

another writing assignment planned for David for these last weeks of school and we're 

just both spent on it, so I said you know what, it's just a current events report. He sits and 

watches the Today Show with me every morning; he's got a handle on current events. I'm 

like, you know what, let's just not do it. That's hard to find that balance, to know when 

you can say yeah let's skip it, or let's push it back, and when you just need to say no, we 

really need to buckle down and just do it. 

Nancy  

Nancy is a white, married female in her fifties. She lives in an urban neighborhood in a 

city of approximately 200,000 residents in the central region of the United States. Her husband 

earns 50,000- 74,999 dollars a year as a chiropractor. She has a bachelor’s degree in Social Work 

and previously worked as a social worker, though she currently does not work outside the home. 

She and her family are involved with the Christian Reformed Church, and she identifies 

politically as a Republican.  

Situational Overview. Nancy was the most experienced homeschooler that I had the 

opportunity to interview. Now in her fifties, she has homeschooled all five of her children for a 

total of eighteen years of homeschooling experience. Her children are Grace (23), Abby (20), 

Jeff (18), Nathan (15), and Olivia (13). It was Nancy’s preference that our interviews take place 

in a series of local coffee shops; she and her family were constantly leaving for trips (for 
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instance, her two daughters were headed to Germany at one point) or coming home from 

camping trips, and she felt her home would be too chaotic to be a good location for the interview. 

She noted that the homeschooling process takes place throughout their home and even extended 

into the community, as two of her sons had recently created a lawn mowing and snow removal 

business, and the workings of that business were incorporated into their high school economics 

and business curriculums.  

Educational Background. Nancy attended a small school associated with the local 

Christian reformed church. She noted that her school was extremely small. While she felt that it 

allowed her to create very personal relationships with her teachers and administrators, it also 

allowed her fewer opportunities in high school: 

[W]e got so much attention, and I mean just from the teachers and stuff like that. I think it 

was a really well – at least I would say in elementary school a very well-rounded 

education. Just – a little for high school because our high school was smaller when I 

compared to my husband’s high school. He went to Hamilton Highschool and he was 

with a class of like 400 which was huge but he had opportunities galore. And so whereas 

in the smaller schools we basically had just a smaller choice to pick from, I think. 

Still, she repeatedly revisited the importance of the relationships with her teachers and others 

within the school, describing it as “very personal. Just very relatable and it was just all so 

interconnected, I mean because the teachers would know me, but they’d also know my siblings, 

and my siblings would have had them.” It was clear that Nancy highly valued the relational 

connections that this smaller school afforded her in her youth. 

She went on to attend a private college that was also affiliated with the Christian 
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reformed and earned a bachelor’s degree in Social Work. As she reflected on her schooling, she 

noted, “When I’m describing it, it was a very small world because really you went to the private 

school affiliated with this church all the way through college.” Still, she seemed very content 

with her own educational experience and looked back on it with fondness. 

The Decision to Homeschool. Nancy’s decision to homeschool was a direct reflection of 

her own self-described laid back, introverted personality and the similar personality of her first 

daughter. After leaving her job as a social worker when her youngest was a toddler, Nancy felt 

that the option of homeschooling seemed very natural: “Part of it was her personality, for one.  

She was a very quiet, just more of an introvert.  So . . . the idea of keeping her home sounded 

really appealing to me.” Nancy, who describes herself as not a “runner-mom”, said that as she 

had more children, the appeal of schooling at home grew, because, “it seemed way harder to me 

to load up three kids than just keep them at home.”  

But personality and convenience were not the only factors that contributed to her decision 

to homeschool her children. Nancy reported that the decision was “probably for religious reasons 

too. We wanted to be the primary influence in” her children’s lives. Though he was not entirely 

on board with the idea of homeschooling to begin with, her husband then had had a number of 

positive experiences with homeschoolers in his own chiropractic office, and he was impressed 

with the dynamics of the families he encountered there:  

[H]e saw the homeschoolers coming to his office and really saw just the nature of the 

kids.  He was just like, wow.  I really like these kids and, you know, they're really well 

behaved, and they seem to have a really good relationship with their families.  

After this positive experience and because he shared her values and family-focused approach, her 

husband soon agreed that homeschooling was right for their family. 
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Educational Approach. Nancy’s homeschooling utilizes many resources available both 

in the larger homeschooling community, and in the local public school district. She is a member 

of several homeschooling groups and a large co-op that provides instruction in the more complex 

high school courses like Chemistry and advanced math. One of her sons also attends Engineering 

classes at a local public school. Because of this, most of her students have participated in state 

assessments, and she has no problem with that. In addition to academic opportunities, her 

students have utilized local resources and programs in the local community theater and 

intermural sports opportunities in homeschooling groups. She did note that sometimes balancing 

all of these opportunities with their own homeschooling curriculum can be a huge challenge: 

[W]e always say the school at school and the school at home. Because what happens 

often with homeschooling is when you do start to take classes outside the home, and 

those classes have deadlines and accountability which are great things, sometimes they 

get so busy with those classes it’s harder to get the classes done at home. 

The challenge of balancing all of these opportunities was a recurrent theme in her interview 

responses. She went on to explain that: 

[J]ust everything you take outside your home, like I mentioned earlier, affects what you 

get done at home, and it kind of takes over so if there are things we still wanted to do at 

home we kind of have to balance it out with the activities we take outside. 

 While Nancy allows her children to take advantage of many of these opportunities, she 

made it very clear that for her, “academics has always been our biggest priority” noting that, “the 

opportunities outside the home are great, but you just have to balance it out with what’s best for 

everyone.” This approach appeared to stem from her concern that all of her children have an 

opportunity to go to college: 
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[T]hey have to have academics to get into college.  They have to -- they can do all these 

outside activities, but if they don't meet the core requirements, then they can't get into 

college, probably. . . I mean, if some of them would choose technical school or not to go 

to school, that would be fine.  But right now we would hope they'd all choose college. 

 Beyond academics, Nancy expressed a deep desire to create a warm, safe environment in 

which she could foster a love of learning in her children, noting that, “When they're younger, I 

just tried to make it  very warm -- just an atmosphere of learning all of the time.” She went on to 

say that “the biggest goal was that they would be life-long learners, that they would always love 

to learn. . . I wanted them to be challenged; I want them to be hard workers. But I wanted them 

to love learning.”  

Teri  

Teri is a white, married female in her thirties. She and her family of six live in a rural 

town of approximately 1,600 residents in the central United States. Teri holds an advanced 

degree that she describes as similar to a master’s degree: “I have the equivalent of a master 

degree in advertising and commercial photography. It's not actually a master’s because it's not a 

regular college, but that's the best way to describe it.” Her husband is employed as a pastor at the 

Christian Reformed Church in their town, though she simply identifies her own religion 

affiliation as Christian. She also has her own business as a photographer which she runs out of 

her home. The combined annual income for her household is in the range of 75,000-99,999 

dollars. Politically, she identifies as an Independent.  

Situational Overview. Teri is a dynamic, energetic, passionate woman who describes 

herself as being extremely involved in the community. She is involved with local business 

organizations and heads various activities in her town. Additionally, she is involved in statewide 
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entrepreneurial organizations where she advocates for other women in business. She is devoted 

to her homeschooling, but also passionate about her small business as a photographer, describing 

herself as a “portrait artist” who is constantly challenging herself to enhance her work. She has 

developed a schedule that allows her to homeschool her children while still taking time to devote 

exclusively to her own work. 

She and her family live in the parsonage on the grounds of her husband’s church, where 

she homeschools her four children: Lisa (9), Hunter (8), Jacob (6), and Tate (4). The bulk of her 

homeschooling takes place in a room specifically devoted to that endeavor. This room is located 

just off the living room, and is filled with books, posters, and other implements of their 

homeschooling process. Though some would see her as busy enough with homeschooling her 

own four children, Teri reported that she and her husband are also considering becoming foster 

parents.  

Educational Background. Teri’s educational background includes a wide range of 

experiences, including public schools and private schools in various cities as her parents moved 

to different regions of the country. She reported that she had trouble settling into many of these 

schools, something that she attributes to her giftedness as a student and the schools’ failure to 

provide her with the enrichment and opportunities she needed. Teri eventually had some major 

behavior issues, even getting expelled from one of the private schools she attended, which 

resulted in her being enrolled again in a public school. Teri feels strongly that she was not a good 

fit for these traditional educational setting and that homeschooling would have been a good 

option for her as a student. 

I ended up graduating from the public school in Florida, but none of those experiences 

were good. Looking back, I wish my parents had known more about home schooling at 
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that time because that was ... that was the obvious choice. I should never have gone to so 

many schools, ever. They were all bad, for me. 

Teri went on to explain how these negative experiences in her own educational past eventually 

influenced how she educates her own children. 

[E]ventually, people realized that I should not have been with the regular classes. 

Everywhere I went, I was either given a different track record, or was given a different 

curriculum. In every situation, I really was pulled out. That's also the biggest negative 

because I was a very socially driven person. Every time I'd feel like I made progress 

socially, I would be pulled back out from that social setting. That's really frustrating for a 

child. I think, for me, that lead into the biggest reason why we chose to home school, was 

to do what was right for each child and keep them at their level for everything without 

having to disrupt their social aspects. 

Consequently, Teri’s parents did eventually try homeschooling for her two younger siblings, but 

only for a “few years.” 

 Not all of Teri’s experiences in school were negative; in fact, she explained that she felt a 

strong connection to many of her art teachers, particularly her photography teacher at one of the 

high schools she attended. While attending that school, she travelled the state as an “artist 

representative” during her junior and senior years.  

 Teri went on to a four year college where she met her husband, and obtained a bachelor’s 

degree. She later went on to achieve the equivalent of a master’s degree in photography, one of 

her greatest artistic passions. Her husband, who she described as “supportive” of her 

homeschooling but not directly involved, obtained a master’s degree in seminary school. 
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The Decision to Homeschool. As noted in the previous section, Teri’s own educational 

experience greatly influenced her decision to homeschool her own children. She described her 

oldest child, Lisa, as a very gifted student who is “extremely articulate, and an early reader, and 

an avid reader.” She expressed concern that her gifted daughter could have some of the same 

problems Teri herself had experienced in a traditional school setting. Then it became apparent 

that her second child, a son named Hunter, suffered from a speech disorder: 

[H]e had apraxia of speech. It is a severe speech disorder. His was severe. We started 

therapy because at a year he didn't make any noise. He was the child you couldn't find in 

the home because he was silent. . . We actually were exclusively signing for the first 

three of four years. 

The severity of his disorder, Teri felt, could not be fully addressed in a traditional school setting, 

so she decided that homeschooling was the best option. Still, the family utilized resources from 

the local school district, as well as resources from private therapists in the larger city 

approximately twenty miles away. 

They got to the point where we were twice a week at the school here, and three times 

with a specialist in a larger city (sic). Once again, you can't do that if you're in a public 

school. He required constant modeling all day, every day. Constant verbal modeling and 

correction which even with an aid in a public school, you would not have been able to 

have that constant help. 

Now at age 8, Hunter is communicative, but Teri said that he lacks affect in his speech that 

sometimes makes it difficult for others to understand his message: “There is no intonation; he 

lacks finesse.” She continues to work on this with him in her homeschooling 
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 Teri noted that other issues also played into her decision to homeschool her children, 

including concerns about school environment and bullying, as well as her own preference for a 

chance to provide a world view that reflected her family’s belief system. 

Educational Approach. Teri’s approach to education is very much about educating the 

whole child; moral development is at least as important as academic development in her eyes. 

She feels strongly that she is educating her children with the purpose of creating good, principled 

people who will make a positive impact on the world around them. When describing her children 

academically, she naturally included the emotional strengths and weakness that make each of her 

children unique. She described 9 year old Lisa as “fierce,” meaning that she can be extremely 

assertive when she is angry or frustrated. Teri explained her approach to dealing with Lisa’s 

intensity, trying to redirect it into something positive: 

We have encouraged her that we want her to be a voice for the voiceless. We want her to 

use that same fire and stuff, but not to fight for her own self, but to fight for others who 

have no voice. I don't think it's wrong that she feels anger and feels strongly about 

injustice. We just want her to feel strongly about the right injustice. 

This is only one of many instances when Teri talked about the importance of educating her 

children to seek out injustice and right it whenever possible. She stressed the fact that she doesn’t 

shy away from controversial topics with her children, though she tries to introduce conversations 

about hard topics, like slavery or genocide, at developmentally appropriate times for each child. 

One example of this she gave is as follows: 

We waited until my daughter was 10 to get into American history because it's ugly, and 

messy, and they didn't value all people, and they didn't value women. Yes, we were 
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fighting for our freedom from Britain at the expense of the people that lived here. While, 

yes, some of the Indians were peaceful and kind, many were murderous and treasonous. 

Like many of the other participants, Teri also stressed the importance of allowing 

students to develop at their own levels, regardless of the grade level with which their age is 

associated. She viewed this as a way of respecting each child’s individuality and meeting each 

child where he or she actually is, rather than where others think they should be. 

 While her view of her children’s development was extremely flexible, her approach to 

curriculum and instruction was more regimented. She purchases curriculum sets and largely 

follows the prescribed curriculum, adding books and experiences that supplement the activities. 

She also works hard to include instruction in the arts, something that she is clearly passionate 

about. Teri said that she never felt at all intimidated by the process of homeschooling her 

children, and she advises others who are concerned about their own abilities: “I always felt like I 

was capable. I know I talked to a lot of moms that don't feel like they're capable. I also feel like 

they probably don't know what's available.”  

Jane  

Jane is a white, married female in her early forties. She lives in a multi-generational 

household with her own family and her mother and father on a small farm in a rural area just 

minutes outside of a city of approximately 200,000 residents in the central United States. Though 

she works on the farm with her family, she is not employed outside the home or farm. Her 

husband is an accountant in addition to being a farmer, and the family’s annual income falls in 

the range of 75,000-99,999 dollars. She identifies politically as Independent and describes 

herself as an atheist. 



104 

 

Situational Overview. Jane lives on the farm with her husband, mother, and father, as 

well as her two sons, Josh (14) and Sam (12). Most of the homeschooling takes place on the 

farm, either in the residence or while working outdoors with the animals, crops, or equipment. 

There is a large room in the walk-out basement of the house that is filled with the implements of 

this family’s homeschooling experience: there are two desks, each with computers; shelves and 

piles of books from their own collection and from public libraries; as well as shelves of various 

items like games, a microscope, a telescope, and art supplies. Much of the instruction takes place 

at a table centrally located in the room. The farm environment shapes and influences the 

homeschooling experience for this family; Jane notes that while they may hope to do one kind of 

lesson, life on the farm might interrupt and provide a different lesson entirely. 

Since her husband is often busy with his own career as an accountant and his work on the 

farm, Jane takes the lead role in the homeschooling experience for this family, managing 

curriculum choices and planning activities. She describes her husband’s role in homeschool as 

that of “primarily support” both emotionally and financially. Her father, Ted, however, enjoys 

engaging with her and the boys in their lessons and in their discussions. He seems to have a 

formative role in the homeschooling process; Ted even asked to sit in on my last interview with 

Jane so that he could share his observations about the topic of homeschooling. 

Educational Background. Jane attended public school in rural school districts that were 

very small. In fact, hers was consolidated with a neighboring district after second grade. She 

explained that before the consolidation, the class were so small that sometimes multiple grades 

were housed in the same classroom. 

I was in first and second grade in the same room. Same room, same teacher. . . in first 

grade, you were on one half of the room, and in second grade, you were on the other half 
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of the room. . . so for two years, I had the same teacher in the same classroom, but 

different sides of the room. 

She noted, with a laugh, that the purpose of changing sides of the room was probably so that 

students would feel as though they had actually advanced to the next grade. In third grade her 

family moved into another rural district where she attended the local public school which was 

small enough that the entire kindergarten through twelfth grade population was taught in one 

building. She eventually graduated in a class of less than twenty five students. While she noted 

that her family was the greatest influence on her as she grew up, she could point to at least two 

teachers who had a great impact on her. While she was a successful student, she described her 

educational experience in public school as “average” and not always “stimulating.” The subjects 

she gravitated toward were the arts, band, and “the odd things,” as she put it, basically referring 

to activities that were out of the ordinary like movie watching or dissection in Biology class. 

Jane also acknowledged experiencing common school aged problems like the awkward middle-

school-aged struggles than many students face. 

When she talked about her experience in school compared to her own homeschooling 

now, she noted that homeschooling was not something she was exposed to as a child: 

“Homeschool was completely out of my radar. I had no idea it existed.” In fact, when she was a 

bit older, she was appalled when a relative took their children out of school and decided to 

homeschool for two years of high school in order to avoid the district’s sex education classes. 

She stated that she still thinks that was a poor reason to take kids out of public schools.  

 After high school, Jane went to a four year college and obtained a bachelor’s degree with 

a double major of Organizational Psychology and Business Administration. She worked in 

human resources for “a while,” but then decided after having children that it was more 
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economically feasible for her family for her to stay home with her children rather than put them 

in daycare.  

The Decision to Homeschool. Homeschooling was not the educational option that this 

family had always imagined when their children were very young. In fact, it wasn’t until the 

oldest, Sam, was about to enter kindergarten that Jane began to consider this educational option, 

particularly because of where his birthday fell in relation to the public school calendar: “We 

started homeschooling because of Josh. His birthday is in October, which meant he couldn’t go 

to school when he was 5.” After conferring with a close family member who had recently 

attended kindergarten roundup for her own daughter, Jane realized that Josh could do everything 

that the school listed to indicate kindergarten readiness: 

I said, “All right. Give me the list. I’ll check Tyler.” She gives me the list, and he was 

well beyond it. So does he know his colors? Yeah. You’ve been drawing Darth Vader 

and Jedi Knights for years, dude. Of course he knows his colors. Numbers—can he count 

to 20? I’m like, “Twenty? That’s it?” . . . I remember ending the conversation with her by 

saying, “What am I going to do with him for a year? Sit on him?” At that point, I started 

in earnest looking at alternatives. What else was out there, and I still can’t exactly 

identify how I ended up in a homeschool yahoo group, but I did. 

After doing her research she decided that she felt it would be a poor choice to wait an additional 

year to begin a formal education.  

 The decision to homeschool the second child, Sam, was based more on the needs she felt 

were presented by his introverted personality. She described the decision making process for 

Sam’s education in the following manner: 
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We always said when he was little that he was our sensitive flower. As much as he is 

comfortable in here, he’s a little bit of an introvert. When we were looking at what to do 

for him--because we didn’t just arbitrarily decide if we homeschool one, we’ll 

homeschool the other—we got to four, and I remember my husband said, “What are we 

going to do if he can never get out from behind your legs?” And I said, “What we’re 

going to do is we’re going to give him the time he needs to get there.” I said, “He will get 

there.” We ended up deciding to homeschool him, specifically because we didn’t feel that 

the school would be able to honor who he is and to save that core of him. It’s very 

interesting, because I do not actually have a negative opinion of public school, but for 

Simon, it would have broken something in him, and I wasn’t willing to sacrifice that, so 

that’s how he ended up being homeschooled. 

Just as it was not assumed that one would homeschool because the other did, she also rejects the 

idea of continuing to homeschool just because that is what they have done so far. As the boys 

have gotten older, every year she has presented each of them with the option to switch from 

homeschooling to attending public schools. Both Sam and Josh have repeatedly asked to 

continue homeschooling; this desire was reiterated enthusiastically to me by both boys.  

Educational Approach.  Jane described herself as a “tolerant liberal,” meaning that she 

keeps an open mind and respects ideas that are not necessarily in line with her own. This open-

minded philosophy extends into her homeschooling approach. She strives to provide her children 

with a variety of resources that represent various worldviews and perspectives, though, like the 

other participants, she clearly incorporates her own worldview into the homeschooling 

experience. For instance, as an atheist, she feels strongly that curriculum—particularly science 

curriculum—should be secular and not mix religion with science, though she noted that secular 
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science resources for homeschooling is “hard to find.” Jane does not use a set curriculum, but 

instead pieces together a curriculum herself using resources from the library, homeschooling 

groups, and other sources. She also activity searches out resources for her students online 

because, she reported, the local school district has a very limited number of classes offered in 

which her students could enroll.  

It is clear from Jane’s description of the homeschooling routine of her family that she 

sees many teachable moments in daily living, especially since she and her family manage a small 

farm. She noted a number of occasions when her planned lessons were interrupted or completely 

abandoned because of the typical happenings on the farm: 

It all bleeds [together] some of the things right now; we have a goat that’s a little bit off, 

and that’s a hard diagnosis. She’s a little off, so we’re watching feed intake, or we trying 

to entice her. We’re making sure she’s eating. What is she eating? What is she not eating? 

Does she have worms? Does she have a fever? Is she just not eating, because she only has 

a single kid? Is that education or is that being a good animal steward? It absolutely 

bleeds, and you can’t always define in that crystal sense of, “From this hour to this hour, 

we’ve learned.” Yesterday, Josh (8) opened up a lawn mower and put it together, and 

that’s kind of shop class. Then he and Grandpa are discussing because the workmanship 

on the parts was subpar, so the wheels are bent, so he and his grandfather had a 15 minute 

conversation of what they’d need to do to fix the wheels to remanufacture—work the 

parts that became semi-defective. Is it school or is it life? When I started out, we weren’t 

that. We were much more, “Oh, we did math. We did reading. We did this.” But as 

they’ve gotten bigger and they have their own interests or their own passions, it bleeds 

into other areas, so is it a life skill? Is it an educational skill? 
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She went on to add: 

We can be in the middle of math. If the pigs are out, math stops. That’s happened. We 

have had a plan for the day, and a goat went into labor. The entire plan for the day is 

stopped. You know, we go out and we think chores are going to take an hour, and we 

walk into a situation where we have to deal with something that has occurred overnight, 

and there is no “we can do it later.” . . . My farm absolutely impacts what happens during 

the day, and sometimes negatively. Sometimes positively. You know, you can have an 

instantaneous biology lesson when everybody’s having babies. 

Jane’s flexibility and open-mindedness have allowed her to be flexible and to be able to 

vary her approach to homeschooling over the years. Reflecting back, she noted with laughter:  

I realized the other day, “Oh my goodness. I’ve been doing this for a decade. I feel old 

now.” It’s funny, because there are moments where I think it has been incredibly 

difficult, because you do. You constantly worry about, “Am I screwing up my children?” 

And at some point around year six, I decided I couldn’t possibly be screwing up my 

children any worse than anyone else. And that’s what therapy is for. 

Even though she jokes about homeschooling and the affect it has on her children, it is clear that 

she takes the responsibility of educating her children very seriously. She is a very student 

centered teacher, and her approach is built around allowing her boys to pursue their passions and 

advance at the levels that feel appropriate for them. Both boys are intelligent, articulate, and 

personable; they were interested in the interview process and attended all of the interviews, often 

offering their own opinions. 
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Summary of Participants 

The participants in this study were all Caucasian women, whose ages ranged from late 

twenties to mid-fifties. All of them are currently homeschooling at least one of their children, 

and most are homeschooling multiple children. The participant with the least amount of 

experience homeschooling was just completing her first year, while the participant with the most 

experience had been homeschooling for almost twenty years. All of the participants lived and 

homeschooled in a state with low levels of state regulation of homeschooling, as defined by the 

Home School Legal Defense Association (HSLDA). Each of these women had at least some 

education after high school, ranging from a two year certificate program to two participants who 

held master’s degrees.  

The pool of participants represented a variety of approaches to homeschooling. While 

some were putting together their own curriculum and supplemental materials, others were using 

extremely prescriptive purchased curriculums. Three of the participants identified themselves as 

Christian and that aspect of their lives played into their decision to homeschool and their 

approach and curriculum choices. The other three participants identified themselves as either 

atheist or nonreligious; while they were not homeschooling for religious reasons, these 

participants still stressed the importance of including their own values and worldviews in their 

homeschooling methodology so that they could pass these on to their children.  

One of the strongest traits that these parents shared was that of deep devotion to their 

children. That theme, as well as two others that emerged from the data analysis will be presented 

in the next chapter.  These three main themes are: A Spirit of Independence, Valuing Educational 

Differentiation, and Complete Devotion to Children. Several subthemes are explored within each 
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of these larger themes. Finally, these themes are discussed through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological systems theory of human development. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

 The findings of this phenomenological study were discovered through the use of 

phenomenological data analysis, including multiple rounds of data coding for each of the 

eighteen total interviews (Creswell, 2013; Miles et al., 2014; Moustakas, 1994). At the 

conclusion of this analysis, three clear themes emerged from the data that answered the initial 

research question: How do homeschool parents make meaning of the homeschool process in the 

social, emotional, and cognitive development of their children? These themes also provided 

answers to the secondary research question: What are the attitudes of homeschool parents 

toward state regulation of curriculum resources, instructor qualifications, and mandatory 

assessment reporting? The three overarching themes, each with three or four subthemes, which 

emerged from the data analysis are as follows: 

 Theme 1: A Spirit of Independence  

 Willingness to challenge existing social norms and systems 

 Socialization through avenues other than public school 

 Views on regulation of homeschooling 

Theme 2: Valuing Educational Differentiation 

 Rejection of grade levels/ same age groupings 

 Tailoring education to each student’s needs, interests, and strengths 

 Lack of faith in public schools to provide what the child needs 

 Flexibility 

Theme 3: Complete Devotion to Children 

 Child as absolute priority  
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 Suspension or alteration of career for children 

 Importance of the family unit 

 The rest of this chapter will explore each of the three themes, as well as their subthemes, 

through summaries of findings and through the words of the participants themselves. Finally, 

after examining these themes, this chapter will detail how these themes fit into the broader 

conceptual framework of the research study, namely Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems 

theory of human development.  

Theme 1: A Spirit of Independence 

 One of the strongest characteristics that these homeschoolers shared was their sense of 

independence. This sense of independence manifested itself in many ways, but one of the most 

basic themes that emerged within this concept was the willingness to go against social norms. 

Additionally, these parents rejected the idea that the more mainstream public or private school 

systems were the best environments to provide positive socialization experience for their 

children. Overwhelmingly, these participants also expressed their desire to be independent from 

the larger system of educational regulations, though the extent to which they rejected 

government oversight varied.   

Willingness to Challenge Existing Social Norms and Systems  

With such a small percentage of Americans choosing to homeschool their children, the 

very act of homeschooling is an example of how these families do not feel confined by common 

societal expectations. While the public’s acceptance of homeschooling has increased over the 

years (Stevens, 2001), this action is one that some question or often do not understand. These 

parents were willing to shirk societal expectations in order to provide their children with the kind 
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of education—academically, socially, and morally—that they felt would best foster the 

development of their children. 

In many aspects of their lives, not just homeschooling, these families were willing to do 

things their own way, regardless of what the larger society identified as a “norm.”  Jane, who 

referred to herself as an “outlier” in society, noted that her family lives in a multi-generational 

household by choice, a living situation that is not commonly practiced in modern American life 

unless it is economically necessary. Teri explained that her family shares one cell phone, and that 

some of her peers have marveled at the fact that she can leave the house without a phone and be 

“just gone” as she put it.  Joy also described her family as being more unconventional than the 

families of her children’s peers, stating that she and her family were less concerned about 

acquiring possessions and about social climbing and were instead focused on living positive, 

authentic lives with minimal environmental impact. And finally, this independence and lack of 

care for the expectations and opinions of others was a clear theme that ran throughout Marie’s 

interviews, during which she frequently expressed disdain for the status quo, especially in 

education, as some of her quotes in this chapter will illustrate. 

Even though these homeschooling parents want their independence and are willing to 

turn their backs on many societal expectations, most noted that homeschooling is no longer as 

alien to people as it used to be. Overall, they reported very few negative reactions from non-

homeschooling families. Joy pointed to what she feels is a growing acceptance of the practice of 

homeschooling: “It’s just becoming more normal, not normal yet, but not so out there as maybe 

it used to be.  It’s not just the hippies and the crazy, religious folks.  That’s . . . normalizing a 

little.” 
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Another aspect of this subtheme was the willingness to challenge existing systems. For at 

least three of the participants, that manifested itself rather directly in our interviews as a desire to 

educate their children in a way that would inspire them to have a positive effect on the world 

around them through advocacy and engaged citizenry. Teri’s comments repeatedly returned to 

her strong belief that her children should use their talents and passions in order to give voice to 

the voiceless or to those in positions of less power in society. Jane impressed this upon her two 

boys through repeated conversations about social justice issues. She also encouraged them to 

engage in the political process as a way to enact change, and even shared her experience of 

bringing them to caucus the previous winter: 

And so this year they went with me to caucus and they will remember it. It was incredibly 

important to me to give them that experience, because I think that as they go forward in 

life, those decisions are going to be more and more important hopefully. But I want them 

to understand, being part of the process is important, even though you are only one vote 

and your vote may not—it may not impact the end result or maybe you don’t feel like it 

impacts the end result, but your participation matters. 

Sandra was keenly aware of the fact that her four boys would be going out into the world one 

day as adult citizens, and for her, it was important that they engage in that world in a manner that 

reflected the “biblical worldview” that she felt was a hallmark of her homeschooling. Ultimately, 

she wanted them to do good works in the world they inhabited and not be afraid to challenge 

existing culture and practices if they felt these were unjust. 

 This subtheme is interesting when viewed through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological systems theory of human development. These parents were taking more control 

over their children’s microsystems, a system that for non-homeschooling students would be 
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much more influenced by the school environment, and instead trying to be the most direct 

influence on their experience and social, emotional, and cognitive development. This influence 

was intended to help shape their students into people who would then go out and enact the 

worldviews they learned in this microsystem—the family and homeschool environment—in 

order to reject aspects of and affect change within the larger macrosystem of the society which 

they inhabit. This willingness to challenge existing systems appears to be greatly influenced by 

the exosystems of the homeschooled children, specifically the lived experiences of the 

homeschooling parents and the worldviews those experiences created in the parents themselves.  

Socialization through Avenues Other than Public School 

One of the most common rites of passage in modern society is that of public school. In 

most groups of adults, it is a shared point of reference. Many see the skills required to get by in 

the traditional educational setting as essential in the process of becoming a positive, well-

adjusted member of modern society. However, these homeschoolers passionately challenged the 

idea that the traditional schooling model provides the ideal environment where children can grow 

socially, emotionally, and cognitively. When asked about how non-homeschoolers have 

responded to her decision to homeschool her children, Teri pointed out that while her methods 

may be different than what people are used to in the public schools, that difference is exactly the 

point: 

I think there are always some odd stereotypes, like, oh, that homeschoolers are weird. 

Well, if you take a child out of a normal bullying environment and you just let them do 

whatever it is they love, of course they're going to look weird. They're going to be 

confident. They're going to have interests, and they're going to be brainy, and not think 

it's bad to express that. So yeah, we have to work on social skills, too, because ... I can 
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see where that stereotype comes from, but I'm not really sure that it's totally negative. The 

idea that going through a public school system or a private school system would 

somehow guarantee your success later in life, I wish everyone would just hit pause and 

look at our country and say, "Obviously this is not working." 

 Nancy, the most soft spoken and mild participant, enthusiastically discussed the concern 

that some have about the socialization of homeschooled students. While she noted the 

differences in her children’s personalities and need for socialization (some she identified as 

introverted while at least one was described as very extroverted), she felt confident that her 

homeschooling environment, along with the numerous activities the students were engaged in 

outside of the home, provided adequate opportunities for her children to develop socially: 

It's just so funny because we just want to go "Socialization, what do you mean?" They 

may not age segregate with peers but our kids can talk to anyone, they talk to adults, they 

can talk to a two year old and so it depends on what our culture defines as socialization. 

Still, Nancy noted that her homeschool students face the same developmental challenges as their 

public school counterparts; she has to work deliberately with her youngest daughter who 

struggles more with how to balance her love of socializing with her need to focus on her 

academics: “For me the hardest balance will be meeting her social needs. I often tell her if she 

could work quickly we could do more socializing but somehow those dots haven't connected for 

her yet.” Still, Nancy did not feel that the situation would be any better in a public school setting. 

In fact, she felt that she could more adequately manage her daughter’s social nature at home. 

None of the home educators I interviewed felt that traditional education (public or 

private) was the best or only way to provide positive and appropriate socialization opportunities 
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for kids. To express this idea, Sandra, for instance, paraphrased a quote from one of her friends 

who is also a home educator:  

This is how I answer socialization concerns: If I want to teach my kid how to cheat on a 

test, I’ll send him to school. If I want to teach my kid how to swear, I’ll send him to 

school. If I want to teach my kid how to bully another kid, I’ll send him to school. This is 

the socialization that happens when you put 30 kids that were born within the same 10 or 

12 months in a classroom with one adult. 

This concern about the inappropriate socialization that could happen in a public school 

was common among the participants. Many of them expressed great concern about the 

prevalence of bullying in schools, as well as most schools’ failure to deal with bullying in an 

effective manner. Marie noted that her son participates in many activities with other 

homeschoolers in some of the homeschooling support and activity groups. While she notes that 

the kids in these groups are not perfect, she feels that it provides more positive socialization than 

that which he would receive in a public school: 

[F]rom what I can see, there’s a lot smaller percentage of kids who are jackasses in the 

homeschool group. I mean I’m not going to say there’s no bullies in there, or kids that 

don’t need a good upside the head every now and then, but the numbers are a lot less. I 

see the parents are a lot more willing to control them, because the parents are actually 

there, and it’s not like an overwhelmed teacher with thirty kids who’s just like: “I’m just 

going to let this happen, because they’re not going to listen to me.” It’s a better 

environment. 

Nancy, Teri, and Sandra all pointed to their churches as places that have provided their 

children with important and valuable socialization opportunities. They pointed to these 
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opportunities as being particularly valuable because they allowed the children to socialize with 

people other than their same-age peers. Even the other three participants who did not attend 

church felt that their students had plenty of opportunities for socialization, including co-op 

groups, extra-curricular activities, and even just playing in the neighborhood with other children. 

Those with multiple children (all but Marie) also pointed to the socialization created by the 

strong bonds that developed between siblings as they learned to learn, work, and play together; 

that theme will be examined later in this chapter. 

Critics of homeschooling have often cited concerns about adequate socialization in the 

homeschooling environment (Kunzman, 2009a; Reich, 2002b). The concern seems to be that 

homeschooling parents have the ability to potentially isolate the daily experiences of the child, 

tightly controlling their microsystem to an extent that they will have the diversity of influences 

and experiences that a child in a traditional schooling setting may experience. This, in turn, 

would have the potential to harm the students as they matured and had to more fully engage in an 

adult microsystem that is then situated within the macrosystem of the larger society. There was 

no evidence in this study that the children who the participants were homeschooling were 

deficient socially, emotionally, and cognitively—and therefore less equipped to live in the larger 

macrosystems as children or as emerging adults—as described by their parents and in the limited 

contact I had with these students. These participants provided multiple, varied, and rich 

opportunities for social development through homeschool co-ops, online learning environments, 

sports teams, and the natural engagement of children with their neighborhood peers.  

Views on Regulation of Homeschooling 

While all of the participants expressed a desire to be able to freely homeschool their 

children with minimal regulation and interference from the state or national government, their 



120 

 

views on this topic fell across a wide spectrum. Sandra, for instance, felt that the government 

should have very little power or reach into the lives of homeschoolers. While she felt that parents 

should be required to notify the local district that they were homeschooling their children and 

that their children were therefore receiving some kind of education, she felt that, as 

homeschooling parents, the onus for providing a quality education was entirely on her and her 

husband: 

By choosing to home school, it’s on me. I really don’t feel like I have to have oversight, 

that I want what’s best for my kids, I want my kids to succeed in life, and if I blow their 

education, it’s on me. That’s the decision we made. 

Having previously homeschooled in a high regulation state, she appreciated the fact that she does 

not have to file numerous reports on hours of attendance and assessment results, reports that she 

suspected no one in the government actually ever read. Marie scoffed at the idea that homeschool 

curriculum should be regulated to make sure that it is nonbiased and represented a multicultural 

worldview. She questioned the idea that public school curriculum and materials would meet 

those criteria: “The curriculum provided to the state for public schools—that’s assuming that that 

curriculum is unbiased—bullshit. That’s an idiotic statement right there.” 

Teri first expressed views somewhere in the middle of the spectrum, noting that she 

enjoyed living in a low regulation state where she could homeschool her students relatively 

freely, but she also noted that she liked the accountability provided by employing a cooperating 

teacher to oversee much of what she does with her children:  

I don't mind the oversight. It doesn't bother me. I love having a supervising teacher. You 

know, we actually additionally choose that. I don't have to choose it at all, but I choose to 
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pay a supervising teacher so that I always have someone with a broader range of 

curriculum. 

She went on to note that just because there are problems in the larger educational system, it is 

still necessary and still has its uses. She mused eloquently: 

What should the government's role be? I don't really know. I feel like the system is 

broken. It is also useful. You shouldn't stop something that's useful just because it's 

broken. The church is broken, it's still useful. Our government is broken, it's still useful. 

Upon further reflection, however, Teri revised her answer a bit. While considering the extent to 

which government should have a role in education, she made the following assertion: 

. . . ideally as little as possible because I really think that the tear down in education 

happens when you try to homogenize individuals. I think it's dangerous not only for 

politicians to group people together and stop viewing them as individuals, but it's also 

very dangerous to take people who have so many areas of giftedness and start saying, 

“You are only a success if you focus on these that we deem are important.” Overall, I 

really think the broader education goes, the much more dangerous it becomes in its 

message it sends to children and their worth and their value. 

Nancy said that she enjoyed the freedom with which she could homeschooling in an 

environment with little to no regulation, but she also expressed concerns that a complete absence 

of regulations could allow some students to fall through the cracks. She went on to explain, “I’m 

not sure homeschooling is for everyone,” and then elaborated even further: 

[T]here are some families I feel that it would be a good idea to have the accountability. 

You know, I think we're seeing more and more homeschoolers -- they don't like 

something about the public school so they pull their kids out, but then they're not 



122 

 

adequately prepared to homeschool them. So then the kids get kind of the short end of the 

stick. They're not really being public-schooled, they're not really being homeschooled. 

Since Nancy’s family was part of her local school district’s Home School Assistance Program, 

her children were subject to yearly state assessments, as well as visits from a coordinating 

teacher who simply provided guidance in the homeschooling process, while documenting the 

children’s coursework and progress. Nancy welcomed this oversight by the local district, saying 

that an advantage of having some oversight was the accountability it created, which she felt 

increased the credibility of her children’s education: 

I think some of these people see accountability as a bad thing, and I haven't seen it as a 

bad thing.  I think it's been really good for us to have the accountability of a supervising 

teacher because then, at the end of the year, we have a report.  So I know that I'm going 

to have to report to her with the progress we've made. . . I've always said I feel like I 

would rather have them in our home and overseeing what we do.  And they would say, 

"Yes, this family is a good family.  This family is doing their job.” 

Joy, a former teacher herself, also enjoys the vast freedoms that a low regulation 

environment provides to homeschooling families, but she expressed the most concern of all of 

the participants that little to no government regulation could create an environment in which 

some students were not being offered a quality education. She noted that she, personally didn’t 

mind regulation and continued: 

I do wonder about other families, where the parents aren’t educators, or more religious 

families, where they might be leaving stuff out that they shouldn’t, you know.  I don’t 

know, we’re atheists, so I worry about other families not doing so much science or 

accurate history or some things like that.  
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But then, she immediately noted that increasing regulations could have a completely opposite 

effect, and instead drive those who reject regulation even further into the shadows: 

I worry that the more you regulate, then you’re going to have people just falling off the 

grid and not participating at all. . . ‘cause, yeah, right now, you can choose to do one of 

the public school homeschool educations, but you don’t have to.  You can be completely 

nothing.   

Jane, another participant who identified herself an atheist, expressed concerns similar to 

those of Joy. She expressed frustration with parents who pull their children from public schools 

in order to shelter them from controversial topics like evolutionary biology or sex education. 

Still, recounting a conversation she recently had with another homeschooling mother, she 

explained that ultimately, as individuals in a free society, homeschooling parents should have the 

right to choose which topics they address in their teaching: 

I said, “Unfortunately, you cannot legislate stupidity, and infringing on someone’s right 

to be stupid leads to a whole vast array of things that we shouldn’t be doing as humans.” 

Then you start judging, who’s to define stupidity? . . . We have to allow for people to 

make their own decisions with regards to certain information. It’s unfortunate that they 

do not prepare their children as well as maybe what they need to, but I can’t say they 

shouldn’t do it, because if I’m saying they can’t conservatively educate their kids with 

regards to sex ed, then I open the doors for them to say I can’t liberally educate my 

children. It’s a two-way street. 

As noted, the discussion of attitudes toward homeschooling regulation produced the 

widest variety of responses in all of the topics about which I inquired. While most celebrated the 

freedom provided by a low homeschooling regulation state, there were still some who were 
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concerned about the possibility of some students being underserved in such an environment with 

so little regulation. 

The issues related to the regulation of homeschooling are as varied and complex as the 

views of the homeschooling parents I interviewed. These parents’ views—and subsequently, 

how they proceeded to homeschool their children—were clearly affected by the influences of the 

children’s exosystems; more specifically, parents were reacting to the political, cultural, and 

regulatory environment in which they chose to homeschool. For instance, Sandra, while 

homeschooling in a high regulation state in previous years, took great care to make sure that she 

provided the required documentation, but also made sure that she was not wasting her time by 

providing unnecessary or excessive documentation. While submitting her documents, she 

included the line, “Please contact me within two weeks if you have any questions or concerns 

about these materials,” a practice that placed the onus on the regulatory bodies to review her 

submissions in a timely manner, something that she felt was not often common practice. She 

laughed while explaining that often the local school system in that state did not meet its own 

deadlines for sending out materials and feedback to homeschool families. The homeschoolers in 

this study illustrated that parents working within a low regulation homeschooling system had 

greater control over the microsystems in which their children were being educated than parents 

who were utilizing traditional schooling options, therefore potentially having more control over 

the social, emotional, and intellectual development of their children. 

Theme 2: Valuing Educational Differentiation 

 When asked to discuss the benefits of homeschooling, every participant at some point 

discussed the fact that homeschooling allowed them to differentiate and individualize instruction 

for each of their children based on what that child needed to best aid his or her social, emotional, 
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and cognitive development. Homeschooling allowed these parents to meet their students where 

they were on a given day both emotionally and academically. This theme of differentiation 

manifested itself in four distinct characteristics: the rejection of the need for students to be 

grouped and leveled based solely on age; the desire to tailor education to each student’s 

individual needs, interests, and strengths; a pronounced belief that a traditional (public or 

private) school setting would be unable to meet each student’s individual needs; and a 

willingness to approach education with a high degree of flexibility.   

Rejection of Grade Levels/ Same Age Groupings 

All of the homeschooling parents that I interviewed rejected the idea that students of the 

same age should all be expected to develop emotionally, socially, and cognitively at the same 

rate. They pointed to the fact that traditional school systems group children by age and then, for 

the most part, present them all with the same material and at the same level, regardless of what 

the individual child needs. Marie noted that when her own son was in public school, the school’s 

efforts to differentiate within the grade level created an unwelcoming environment for her son: 

Or he’s in a reading group all by himself, and he would come home and he’d be like, “I 

want to be in a lower reading group.” I’m like, “Why? Is it too hard? What’s going on?” 

He’s like, “Well, it’s just me and the teacher in my reading group.” Everyone else has 

friends, and there’s five or six of them in the reading group, and it was very—there 

wasn’t a lot to keep him interested those years. It was—I regret not pulling him in 

homeschooling sooner. 

She went on to note that as her son continued to achieve at levels higher than his age-level 

classmates, the only other option presented to her was to place him in a higher grade, with a 
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group of older students. She rejected this because she feared it would other him in the eyes of the 

older students, potentially exacerbating the social problems she already saw him experiencing.  

Teri echoed these concerns about grouping students strictly by ages, noting, 

“Philosophically, I am not convinced that thirty of your (same age) peers should be your largest 

group of influence in your life. I think that's a really shallow pool of resources to be putting into 

your child.” She also noted that each of her own children’s progress in different areas sometimes 

did not fall into a consistent grade grouping: for instance, one child might be at a fourth grade 

level in reading but perhaps still be at a second grade level in math, while traditionally this 

student might be categorized as a third grader. She found the idea that a student would be at the 

same developmental level in all educational areas as counterintuitive.   

Sandra also rejected the idea that it was better for her kids to grouped into like-age 

classes, where most of their interactions would be with people her their own ages. Again, she 

pointed to church as a place where her kids have learned to interact with not only children of 

many ages, but even older adults who they have befriended. To Sandra, this is actually more 

representative of what occurs in real life; at her job, for instance, she regularly interacts with co-

workers who range in age from 20 to 60 years old. “[T]here really isn’t any other time in your 

life,” she noted, “when you’re told, ‘Here’s a cohort of people all born in 1975, and you must 

interact and deal with every single one of them.’” 

Nancy’s response to questions about grouping students with same age peers echoed many 

of the ideas that Sandra shared, specifically about whether or not such age groupings actually 

prepared students for real life: 

We've often felt that people will say, "Well, they're not going to be prepared for the real 

world because they're not socialized." Well really, they will because, in how many work 
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environments are you with all age-segregated? We kind of feel like they will. I mean, I 

definitely see homeschooled students that are shyer, or not maybe as outgoing, but I think 

you would see that in the public school, too. 

Joy’s comments on same-age groupings were very similar to those of Sandra and Nancy. 

While talking about the homeschooling groups with which she and her sons interact, she noted 

that the boys enjoyed spending time with people of various ages: 

And they get to decide when they’re ready to be an introvert or when they’re ready to 

have some more extroverted time, and they talk to people of all ages, it’s not just the 

fourth-graders.  You know, when we go to some of our groups, there’s toddlers all the 

way up to, well, my age, 42. I’m probably the oldest.  And they’re interacting with that 

whole age range, and getting along just fine with all of them.  It just seems more like real 

life to me.   

Jane also made comments similar to these about interacting with other homeschooling 

groups, saying that her children’s interaction with people of varying ages, and backgrounds for 

that matter, were some of the greatest advantages of this approach to education. While’s Jane’s 

original approach when her boys were younger was to look at their instruction more in terms of 

separate grade levels, this eventually changed. She noted that as the boys (who are just two years 

apart) got older and their skill sets grew more diverse and complex, she had begun to think less 

and less about what grade they are in: 

They both kind of bleed together, where I’m working on one thing with one boy and one 

thing with the other boy, but we’re kind of just smushed. It’s weird, because for a long 

time, it was very much, “You’re in this grade and you’re in that grade,” and as he got 

closer to high school, and this one’s come up in junior high, I’m like, “Wow, this is 
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actually a lot harder to keep it separated in my own brain,” because their skill sets are 

bleeding together, which I didn’t think about when we started it. 

 These homeschoolers’ arguments against the value of same-age student groupings was 

one of the most compelling themes to emerge from the series of interviews. While many of their 

arguments were the same, they often pointed out the lack of logic in the act of grouping like-age 

peers and expecting them to respond to the same instruction and meet the same educational 

goals. This element of homeschooling had the potential to have the largest impact on the 

microsystem in which the students’ social, emotional, and cognitive development took place. 

This grouping of same-age peers is so common place in traditional modern school settings (part 

of the larger societal macrosystem) that the absence of this practice could arguably make the 

most impact on the microsystems at work for these students. Additionally, since the 

chronosystem of the individual addresses human development in terms of age-sensitive and age-

appropriate change, perhaps this system would have less impact on their social, emotional, and 

cognitive development because they would identify less as a learner of a specific age or grade 

grouping, but more independently as an individual learner.  

Tailoring Education to Each Student’s Needs, Interests, and Strengths 

As mentioned previously, the participants in this study felt strongly that one of the 

greatest benefits of homeschooling was the ability to craft lessons and instruction that met each 

student’s individual need areas, strengths, and interests in order to best aid in their social, 

emotional, and cognitive development. Joy explained that she crafts entire units of instruction 

around areas of interest for her sons: 

Then this year, they started doing, they each do a Genius Notebook, which would be 

similar to Genius Hour that some elementary schools and maybe middle schools do, too.  
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They do, like in the public schools, it’d be like, on a Friday for a half an hour, you get 

your own topic to study and choose and write about.  We just kind of stretched that. . .  

Each boy has a Genius Notebook.  We started that this year, and they choose a topic that 

they’re interested in.  Mitch’s first one was Elements and Atoms and Chemicals.   

Joy went on then to craft academic lessons around the boys’ chosen topics that were at the 

appropriate academic and developmental level for each child. She described that one student 

chose chocolate as a topic, and that student then researched the history of chocolate use and she 

created a math, science, and home economics lesson around baking with chocolate.  

 Jane described the autonomy that homeschooling allowed her two boys and way that it 

allowed her to differentiate instruction based on how they each wanted to progress individually, 

even down to how they plan and implement lessons on a day to day basis.  

Because of their ages right now, they do have the option to say, “I would like to start 

with…” So I say, “All right. You have this, this, and this on your schedule today. Where 

would you like to start?” As long as that’s working well for us, then they’re allowed to 

say, “I want to start with math or I’m going to start with my reading. I want to finish my 

Lit Club book.” So they can weigh in on that, so whatever they do to get themselves 

started, then they do that. 

Jane felt that increased level of personalization and the autonomy her students experienced 

within it kept them more motivated, allowing them to own their educational experience more 

than if they were working with the rigid structure of a traditional school day.  

 Nancy, the most experienced homeschooling parent, talked extensively about 

differentiation as the greatest benefit of homeschooling. Nancy spoke passionately about how 
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she worked to meet each of her children where they were on a given day of instruction, pointing 

to the importance of:  

. . . self-designing each program, just designing the curriculum specific for each child 

which includes the elements of all the core subjects that you would find in public school . 

. . So [if] one child learns better, possibly is an auditory learner I might provide more 

materials that they can listen to, if another child is more of a visual learner we might 

either do more reading or more things on the computer. I think just really focusing in on 

their learning style. 

 Marie spoke of the need to differentiate instruction in order to make it fun and interesting 

for her son. She noted that he was much more likely to engage in the content if he felt like he 

was having fun while he was learning. She related the following anecdote about a recent math 

lesson:  

Yeah, he really likes the math and science, but we do a lot of hands-on stuff, because I 

know just worksheet after worksheet sucks. We try and make it fun. The deck of cards 

sitting out, he was doing—we’re learning integers, so negative numbers is our first go 

with negative numbers right now, and he’s been wanting to learn negative numbers, and 

we hit the negative numbers, and he’s like, “I have no idea what is going on here.” So I 

had him get out the deck of cards and I say, “Flip two cards.” You know, I think I said if 

it’s black, it’s a positive number. If it’s red, it’s a negative number, and then work it out 

like that. He went through a little bit of that to practice. That’s, you know, I could have 

given him a worksheet, and that would have been way less fun. Throwing that sort of 

stuff in helps. 
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 This theme of differentiation applied to not just teaching methods, but also the extent to 

which students were exposed to instruction. Sandra, for instance discussed the fact that 

homeschooling allows her to tailor an educational day that is not confined by the parameters of 

the public school environment. Instead, she can provide him with the instruction he needs and 

forego things that she sees as extraneous: 

Yes, my first grader is usually done before lunch. Why shouldn’t he be? We don’t have to 

do all these ditsy little crafts. We don’t have to do handprints that have a little poem, or 

fill-in-the-blank poems, and we don’t have to sit around and wait for the teacher to deal 

with Johnny in the corner, or spend time lining up and going to lunch. We don’t have to 

spend the time doing all that. 

 When done effectively and deliberately, the personalized instruction that is possible in 

the homeschooling environment, as described by the participants of this study, is perhaps one of 

its greatest benefits. Truly individualized instruction has the potential to create an educational 

microsystem that is most efficiently and effectively tailored to the greatest social, emotional, and 

cognitive development of students.  

Lack of Faith in Schools to Provide What the Child Needs 

The participants in this study consistently pointed to homeschooling as the educational 

method able to provide students with an individualized, fully differentiated schooling experience, 

something they did not believe their children would experience in a more conventional public or 

private school setting. Their concerns ranged from an inability to provide adequate academic 

instruction to concerns about the schools’ inability to keep students safe from bullies. Their 

views on the shortcomings of schools in this regard were varied, though ever-present in our 

discussions. Some, like Sandra and Marie, had first enrolled their children in public schools 
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before deciding to homeschool, so they spoke of their own experiences and observations, 

detailing instances when they felt that the needs of their children were underserved by the public 

school setting.  

As mentioned, Marie’s son had attended public school for his first couple of years of 

instruction, and she volunteered at the school for one day a week while he was there. She 

reported that she was often disturbed by under prepared teachers with poor classroom 

management skills, who utilized ineffective behavioral interventions that she felt actually 

reinforced bad behavior. Too often, she noted, whenever the teacher would issue a sweeping 

punishment to the whole class because of the poor behavior of other students, her own son was 

missing out on activities and opportunities. In the following anecdote, she describes how even 

her young son could see the unfairness in his school’s positive behavior reward system 

But they do a ticket system too, and the kids who misbehave all the time, not even when 

they’re on task, but when they apologize for misbehaving, they’re going to go right back 

and misbehave in five minutes. They will get this reward thing, and the kids who are 

good constantly don’t get rewarded, because they just get overlooked. He falls in that 

category of getting overlooked. He noticed this in kindergarten and asked me about it. 

He’s like, “How come I’m good all day and I get one [ticket] and this person over here, 

who’s in the red cup”—which is the lowest it gets—“is getting like ten or twelve [tickets] 

every day?” 

Ticket systems like this, which are designed to reinforce positive behavior, are not uncommon in 

public schools today.  

Some participants also had specific situational concerns that led them to believe that the 

needs of their children could not be met adequately in the public school system. For instance, 
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Teri found herself with a gifted student and then a completely non-verbal student. She suspected 

that a public school would not provide her gifted student with the enrichment that she deserved 

and feared that her daughter would not meet her full potential in that setting. And while she 

expressed great appreciation for the speech therapy services that the local school system had 

provided for her son in his early education, she felt strongly that a teacher with thirty students in 

a classroom could not provide her son with the help that he needed: 

Once again, you can't do that if you're in a public school. He required constant modeling 

all day, every day. Constant verbal modeling and correction which even with an aid in a 

public school, you would not have been able to have that constant help. 

Nancy’s students used public schools regularly as they entered high school, but she still 

worried that her youngest daughter might have trouble keeping up with a classroom that had to 

move on according to a strict schedule: 

She's a good student but again she does not move quickly. She's more like her older 

brother, very precise, very detailed, her notebooks look really nice. It could take her two 

hours to do a math lesson and you just can't do that. . . I think if she were in school she 

would either be forced to work quickly or she would be super frustrated. 

 Sandra mentioned several times that she does not have strong negative feelings against 

her local public school system. In fact, as mentioned, her older students utilize the band and 

sports programs offered there in coordination with her homeschooling experience. Still, her 

oldest son, who is about to enter the equivalent of eleventh grade in their homeschool, has 

expressed a desire to attend the local public school next year as a traditional student, and Sandra 

and her husband have strongly discouraged him. When asked about why they felt so strongly that 

he should not attend public school, Sandra explained:  
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He’s very intellectual and naïve. I think they [public school students] would have a field 

day with poking fun at him and he wouldn’t always realize it. He’s got a few friends from 

band, who are kind of in his nerdy, geeky … They’ll talk “Dr. Who” and they’ll talk 

board strategy games, and they play Risk. That’s all good, but to stretch that to a whole 

day, I think he would come out of it socially hurt, emotionally hurt. I would just rather he 

wait until he can go get socially hurt in college. 

Some of these concerns about how public school students would behave around her children 

stemmed from her experiences when her two oldest boys attended public schools at a young age. 

She pointed to multiple times when she thought that the boys had been exposed to crude and 

inappropriate behaviors with little or no intervention from teacher or staff: 

When Benjamin started school, he came home and told us, used every swear word, and 

told us all the bad jokes that this kid he was sitting next to at school told him. The teacher 

had no idea this was going on. He’s our one who is the social one. He’s the one who 

picked up on all that. I’m like, “This cannot continue.” 

She went on to explain that her own experience teaching at a private school, and then later 

substitute teaching in public schools, soured her view of the schools and the behavior of the 

children within those schools: “The way kids talk back to the teachers: I just don’t want  him to 

that that’s okay, because it’s not.” 

 While many of the participants expressed concerns about public schools’ ability to 

address the cognitive developmental needs of their children, many of the comments about public 

schools for these homeschooling parents revolved around concerns about the effect that a public 

school setting would have on their students’ social and emotional development. Applying 

Bronfenbrenner’s systems theory to this subtheme, it appears that these participants do not trust 
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the public school setting microsystem to provide a positive influence on their students’ 

development. Instead, they are working to create a more sheltered, more nurturing microsystem 

that will then also provide a buffer against what they view as the negative influences of the larger 

macrosystem of modern society. It is clear that the views of these parents where clearly 

influenced by their own educational, professional, and social experiences, all of which are 

aspects of the exosystem of the homeschooled child. 

Flexibility 

The idea of flexibility is closely related to the parent’s willingness to tailor the 

educational approach and activities to the needs of the child; however, the prevalence of this idea 

in my interviews with all six participants prompted me to explore it as a separate subtheme. Not 

only is it flexibility in the educational approach, but it also has to do with being flexible about 

the logistics of the homeschooling experience, including being willing to change curriculum if it 

was not working, being able to suspend or change lessons that were not meeting their goals, and 

being able to take setbacks in scheduling and sequence of lessons relatively in stride. 

Marie was the first to bring up the importance of being flexible in homeschooling. She 

noted that it took some time for her to embrace flexibility because of her own tendency toward 

perfectionism, but then she realized that the ability to be flexible, in her eyes, was one of the 

main advantages of homeschooling over public schools: 

I think being able to be flexible and work with your child. It’s not supposed to be the 

same as public school. It’s not supposed to be, sit at your desk, be quiet all day, get this 

done. If it doesn’t get done, it doesn’t get done. Don’t freak out. 

This flexibility is related to the subtheme of differentiation because much of the differentiation 

that happens in a homeschooling day appears to come about because of the needs of the student. 
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Marie reflected that sometimes when her son was struggling with material and she could tell that 

they were no longer making headway, the best approach was to change direction, even though 

her normal inclination would be to stay on plan: 

If he doesn’t get it done today, it gets taken off the list. It’s just not going to happen. We 

have to move on to other things, and no use having that hold us up. [I struggle with] 

being able to do that and be okay with it, which is not my personality really. My 

personality is like, everything gets done. It gets done how it’s supposed to be done when 

it’s supposed to be done. It just—doing it like that and fighting is just not—it’s not good 

for anybody. I think having that flexibility in being able to say “Okay, fuck it” is very 

important. 

 Nancy also stressed the importantance of being willing to be flexible in homeschooling. 

Her thoughts on flexibility echoed some of her earlier remarks on the importance of student 

centered learning, but then she began to focus in on the importance of the child over the 

curriculum or the plan for the day. In other words, she felt it was important to be flexible and 

responsive to each child: 

I would say also being sensitive, we've had times when the kids struggled. My one 

daughter really struggled with math and just trying to pull back and figure out what's 

going on. Maybe it's just something going on emotionally and she just can't focus or 

maybe we need to go back to algebra one and figure out what she missed. So not being so 

tied to a curriculum that we're not willing to backtrack to figure out what's going on. 

Once again, Nancy saw this flexibility, this willingness to change the plan in order to meet the 

needs of the child, as one of the greatest benefits of homeschooling. However, she also noted that 

sometimes others would misunderstand her level of flexibility and think that since she was home 
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that she would be available at any time. This, she noted, was certainly not the case: “We do have 

flexibility, but if we want to get school done, I mean, we just have to make school a priority.” 

 Sandra also talked about how important it was to be flexible and willing to adapt to the 

students’ needs. She also noted the importance of applying that flexibility to herself as a 

homeschooling parent and instructor. Often, she had to be reminded that the instruction in her 

household did not have to adhere to a rigid schedule: 

There is a certain amount of flexibility, and my husband often reminds me of this, that 

when I'm stressing out, he says, "You're putting the stress on yourself." He said, "Nobody 

says we have to have it done by whatever date. If they were all in school and we went to 

go do something as a family, we wouldn't question at all taking our kids out of school for 

a day to go do something” . . . you have to have a good sense of both, of both structure 

and persevering to get it done, as well as the flexibility of, "You know what? It might not 

happen today. It might not happen this week. We'll pick it up next week." 

 All of these homeschooling parents returned again and again to this theme of flexibility in 

instruction, approach, timing, and even curriculum. This theme has implication across 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory and can be applied to all of the systems within 

the theory; it speaks directly to the concept of the mesosystem—the idea that all of these systems 

are happening simultaneously, and therefore constantly affecting one another, creating the need 

for flexibility. The homeschooling process is affected by variables within the macrosystem, 

chronosystem, exosystem, and microsystem at any given time; even more, the flexibility inherent 

in the homeschooling approaches described by the participants has the ability to impact all of 

those systems as well. 
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Theme 3: Complete Devotion to Children 

 One of the most powerful themes to emerge from my research with these homeschooling 

mothers was their overwhelming willingness to make their children a driving priority in their 

lives. Almost every aspect of these families’ lives were shaped or affected by the homeschooling 

practice. All of these mothers had either chosen careers that allowed them to homeschool, or had 

abandoned their previous careers altogether, even though most of them had attended college, and 

even graduate school, for their intended careers. In addition to the importance of the child, it was 

apparent throughout the interviews that for these women, the importance of family was 

absolutely paramount. Sandra shared one of her favorite metaphors about homeschooling that 

really illustrated the deliberateness and intentionality of homeschooling as an educational 

experience devoted to the most positive social, emotional, and cognitive development of her 

children: 

It's a greenhouse. We keep our kids safe, and protected, warm and cozy, well-fed, but 

then once they get to a certain age, they need to start being outside the greenhouse. That 

doesn't mean that they're always outside. They might have to come in. Maybe it's going 

to be frost. Maybe it's too windy or too rainy, and we need to bring them back in for a 

little bit, but the whole idea is that they're going to be ready to go out somewhere, to be 

planted, and to flourish. I really have hung on to that as a great example of what our 

homeschool is. 

For Sandra, homeschooling is a chance to entirely craft the foundation of her students’ 

development so that they have the skills and perspectives that she feels will help them flourish 

later in life.  
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Child as Absolute Priority  

Over and over again, the homeschooling parents I interviewed talked about their belief 

that they needed to put the needs of their children first, shaping their family structure to best 

create an environment that promoted positive social, emotional, and cognitive growth. This does 

not, however, mean that the children were running the show in these homes; all of these parents 

had strong, engaged parenting styles that set clear boundaries and expectations for their children 

regarding behavior, actions, and relationships. Putting the child’s needs first did not equate to 

coddling or enabling the children; instead, the parents acted according to what they felt was the 

in best interests of the children as defined by the parents. 

Joy expressed the fact that she and her husband viewed the children and their role in the 

family as extremely important: “We made a commitment to have kids so then, they’re part of our 

family. We don’t just shuttle them off to school and events and ignore them.  They’re part of the 

group.” This devotion to her children is not surprising considering that she and her husband 

practice attachment parenting. This parenting approach, according to Granju and Kennedy 

(1999), was named “in recognition of the both the beauty and the critical importance of a secure 

attachment between parent and young child,” and common practices include “long-term 

breastfeeding and sleeping with your baby” (p. 3). Joy, however, explained her methods of 

attachment parenting her school-aged boys more relationally, stating,  

I mean, we really just try to respect what they’re feeling and what they’re thinking and 

talk to them as grown-uply as we can about what’s going on and how we can fix it and 

how we can compromise so we’re all happy.  

It was also clear from her interviews that most of the family’s activities revolved around either 

the children’s homeschooling or their activities.  
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 While all of the participants spoke of the importance of the bond between parents and 

children, it was Teri who became visibly emotional while addressing the issue. She broke into 

tears while relating the following anecdote: 

Right now, in our little tiny town, the hugest struggle is that they're not going to pay for 

three-year-old preschool. It truly breaks my heart. Let's get honest. This isn't preschool, 

it's daycare. No one in our town wants to stay with the three-year-olds. That's awful. 

Either they are so poor they can't, or they don't want to be there. That is terribly sad. 

Nobody wants to talk about how awful it is that the biggest drama is that you don't have a 

place to send off your three-year-old. 

It was clear that the idea of a parent wanting to be free of the responsibility of caring for and 

even educating a child in those early formative years was simply incomprehensible to her. Her 

children were clearly her biggest priority. 

 Still, even with this deep devotion to their children, more than one of the mothers 

expressed that it can be very stressful to be both teacher and mother. Even Joy, the mother who 

described her parenting style as “attachment parenting” noted that sometimes it can be a lot: 

I would say the biggest challenge of all is being a mom all day long, every day.  It’s not 

the school, the homeschool part.  That’s all fine.  It’s just being a mom from six in the 

morning until eight at night, and then if they wake me up in the night.   

But ultimately, when all of these mothers reflected on their the challenges and benefits of the 

homeschooling experience, all of them detailed far more benefits; all of them were extremely 

committed to providing a supportive, nurturing, and enriching environment for their children’s 

education to take place.  
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 This propensity to put the child and the child’s educational development as an absolute 

priority affects and is affected by many of the systems at work in the life of the homeschooled 

child. The parents’ attitudes toward childrearing and education were clearly affected by the 

exosystem of the homeschooled child, namely the parents’ education and experiences working 

within their own familial relationships and observing those of others. These individuals are also 

parenting within a larger macrosystem that sends conflicting messages about the way that 

children should be treated and valued in the home; some modern trends in parenting encourage 

parents to have a direct hand in most of the daily workings of a child’s life. An overabundance of 

this type of intervention can create the phenomenon known as “helicopter parenting,” a practice 

that most psychologists view as detrimental to the establishment of proper levels of 

independence and self-efficacy as these children grow into immerging adults (Reed, Duncan, 

Lucier-Greer, Fixelle, & Ferraro, 2016). The other message that the larger macrosystem sends to 

modern American parents is for the parents to strongly advocate for their own development, 

making the child a priority, but not the main priority of the household. These parents clearly 

made the child the priority, but not at the expense of their own authority in the household, and 

not to the degree that it was detrimental to the students’ abilities to navigate within their 

microsystem and the larger societal macrosystem. This willingness to put the child first allowed 

the parents to maximize their own effect on the microsystem of the children they raised and 

educated, and therefore have a more direct influence on the social, emotional, and cognitive 

development of their children.  
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Suspension or Alteration of Career for Children 

As stated before, all of the mothers in this study had either suspended or altered their 

careers in order to allow the homeschool of their children. While three were able to continue 

working on part time basis, the other three had given up their own careers altogether. 

The mothers who continued to work all did so less than full time (with occasional 

exceptions for Marie) and worked a schedule that minimally interfered with the homeschooling 

process. Marie worked the most—possibly because she is unmarried and therefore the main 

breadwinner for her family—often pulling down long shifts as a lab tech at the local hospital 

overnights on the weekends. This kept her mostly free to homeschool her son during the 

weekdays, though she reported the challenges of being exhausted from her long nights in the lab 

and detailed how she allowed him to be more self-directed when she needed to get some sleep: 

It was getting a bit rough on those days as well with me sleeping in, and then him—like I 

said, I try and find videos sometimes for stuff, and so I’ll leave him a note or I’ll wake up 

when he gets up, and I’ll get him started. I’ll be like, “Okay, check out this video. Watch 

this and then do your cursive or something. Mommy’s going back to bed.” I try and save 

certain things that he can do adequately on his own for him to do during my naptime, 

because I have to sleep at some point. 

From my interactions with the six participants, it appeared that Marie, by far, had the most 

challenging situation in which to homeschool, but she and her son appeared to have created a 

model that worked well for them. 

Sandra worked at a library approximately 15-20 hours a week, little enough, she 

expressed, that it did not interfere with her ability to educate her children on her own. Her job in 

the library was advantageous to her homeschooling endeavor as it allowed her to have access to a 
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myriad of potential curricular materials. Teri was extremely passionate about her work as a 

“portrait artist,” seeing it as a necessary avenue for her to challenge herself and express her 

creativity. She employs a daycare worker one day a week so that she can fully devote that day to 

her work. Then, she often engages with clients in the evenings and on the weekends. With this 

thriving business, and her additional work on various community boards and committees, of all 

of the participants, Teri was by far the most engaged outside of the home. Still, it was clear that 

her priority was her homeschooling endeavor. 

 The other three participants in this study all had college degrees and had previously 

worked in a field related to that degree, but ultimately chose to abandon their careers. Nancy, for 

instance, had a bachelor’s degree and worked as a social worker after college for nine years. She 

noted that even with a thriving career, ‘[I] always wanted to be home with my kids, so when our 

first daughter was born, that’s when I decided to be home.” Jane received a bachelor’s degree in 

Industrial/Organizational Psychology and Business Administration, but then only worked in the 

field for a couple of years before deciding it was more financially feasible for her family if she 

stayed home rather than worked and paid for daycare. Joy had earned a master’s degree in 

Curriculum and Instruction and had taught for a number of years before deciding to come back 

into home and teach her own children. All of these mothers who had invested significant time, 

energy, and resources into their own education ultimately decided to forego their own careers so 

that they could focus fully on their children and their children’s education. 

 This example of maternal devotion to children is happening within and being affected by 

multiple levels of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory of human development. First, 

this alteration or suspension of the mother’s career clearly affects the exosystem of the 

homeschooled child, as it affects the level influence that the mother’s career (or absence of 
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career) has on the homeschooling process, and therefore on the child. The energy and passion 

that a mother might invest into her own career has is now focused on the homeschooled child, 

allowing her more direct influence on the student’s microsystem. This subtheme echoes elements 

of the prior subtheme regarding the willingness to go against social norms in that the message of 

the larger macrosystem in modern American culture is greatly influenced by a feminist ideology 

that encourages women to make their own careers a priority in the family life. These mothers 

have rejected that emerging social norm and have instead chosen a more traditional approach to 

balancing work and motherhood.  

Importance of the Family Unit 

An overarching theme throughout all of my interviews with participants was the 

importance of family in every aspect of their lives. The family was the center of the world for 

both the parents and the children, and all activities and endeavors took a backseat to the needs of 

the family. The parents in this study all talked about the connection between the family 

members, noting that the homeschooling experience had only strengthened the bonds between 

family members. Nancy, speaking of her five children, became emotional as she noted how close 

they are, even though some are now away at college: 

I would say I would -- I almost get teary eyed -- their [strong] relationships.  They're so 

close. I mean, they, I think, would choose to be with their siblings over any friends.  They 

love being with their friends, but still, they're just really connected.  And even though our 

daughters live far away, I mean, they stay regularly connected.  Even my older 

daughters—they know what's going on in my 13-year-old's life.  And they try to engage 

with her and just really stay connected and so that's a huge. 
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Nancy went on to describe the connection that she and her husband feel to their children, and that 

their children have with each other. She felt like that connection allowed the members of her 

family to be there for one another and to be highly tuned to each other’s needs: 

I feel like we're really close and really connected to them. . . I hope I can [identify their 

needs], if not it's usually one of the siblings that will say what's going on with the 

youngest one. My older daughters have been so helpful. If we have issues with the 

younger ones they'll say “Have you ever thought about trying this?” They usually have a 

perspective that we as parents can't always see. 

 Sandra also expressed the belief that homeschooling has “really strengthened” her family; 

in fact, she felt that was one of the greatest benefits of this for herself, her husband, and her four 

boys: 

My kids are each other’s best friends, even though they don’t want to admit it. I can see 

that there’s lots more closeness in their relationships than my husband and I ever had. I 

think it’s just strengthening family, number one. 

While frequently seen as a conservative theme, this idea of the ultimate importance of the 

family unit was also expressed by two of the more liberal participants in the study. Jane, who 

described her own upbringing and social system as a child as being very “family centered,” made 

the following observation about what she views as modern society’s lack of value for the 

traditional family unit: 

I feel like that’s one of the things I talk about with [my husband] and our kids, is some of 

the decisions we’ve made is that we’re specifically looking at this. The strength that that 

gave us, that nuclear family, and saying that we’re losing that in society, that often times 
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the decisions and advances sometimes have cost us, and if you don’t balance it, then you 

lose that. 

Jane frequently expressed the benefits for a more traditional family structure, pointing to the 

many advantages of her own multigenerational household that they shared with her parents, 

including strong multigenerational relationships and daily support for things like doctor’s 

appointments and even help with the homeschooling activities. It is important to note that Jane’s 

idea of a “traditional” family did not only apply to heterosexual families: she noted more than 

once that it did not matter the makeup of the family, but that it was more about how the family 

worked together and became the center of daily life. 

Joy, another participant who described herself as liberal, also expressed her view that the 

closeness of her family was one of the greatest benefits of her homeschooling experience: “I 

think our favorite is just the familyness, the togetherness, and really just knowing each other so 

well and knowing what each of us is doing.” 

Sandra went so far as to list the importance of family as one of the most important 

objectives of her homeschooling: 

[E]ssentially the priorities for our homeschool are that our children will learn to read, 

understand, think about, analyze, connect information. That was the first one, with a 

Biblical world view. The second one is that our children will be able to communicate 

effectively, both verbally and written, and the third is that we want to enjoy being a 

family. 

Sandra noted that even though homeschooling fosters the familial relationship in her household 

and her four boys are close, they still argue like any other siblings.  “Our favorite verse,” she said 
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with a smile, “from the Bible to quote is, ‘How very good and pleasant it is when brothers live 

together in unity.’” 

 It might be worth noting that the only participant in this study who did not speak 

extensively on the importance of making family the ultimate center and priority was Marie, the 

only single parent and also the only mother with just one child. This does not mean that she did 

not value family; she also lived in a multigenerational household with her mother and her 

stepfather, and frequently referred to them as part of daily living and decision-making.  

 The application of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory to this last subtheme 

of the importance of family echoes many of the previous subthemes within this larger theme of 

devotion to child. These homeschooling parents are striving to create a homeschooling 

environment in which the family is the locus of the child’s microsystem; additionally, these 

parents are working hard to make sure that this microsystem of their creation and shaping is 

having a greater impact on the social, emotional, and cognitive development of their children 

than the larger macrosystem. In fact, this created microsystem is in many ways created to 

minimize what these parents often view as negative influences provided by the larger societal 

norms of the macrosystem. Like so many of these other subthemes, the parents’ actions and even 

their desire to minimize society’s influence on their children is greatly affected by their own 

social and educational experience which make up the exosystem of the homeschooled child. 

Summary of the Application of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory 

 Table 5.1 provides a summary of how the various subthemes that emerged from the data 

analysis fit into Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory of human development. The 

amount of overlap between the subthemes and the systems emphasizes the complexity of the 

homeschooling experience and the importance of the mesosystem which points out that all of 
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these systems are happening simultaneously and are constantly affecting and being affected by 

each other. 

Table 5.1 

Subthemes arranged within Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Bioecological Systems Theory of Human 

Development 

Microsystem Mesosystem Exosystem Macrosystem Chronosystem 

-Willingness to 

challenge 

existing social 

norms and 

systems 

-Socialization 

through avenues 

other than public 

school 

-Views on 

regulation of 

homeschooling 

-Rejection grade 

level/ same age 

groupings 

-Tailoring 

instruction to 

each student 

-Lack of faith in 

public schools 

-Flexibility 

-Suspension or 

alteration of 

career for 

children 

-Importance of 

family unit 

 

 

All themes are 

part of the 

mesosystem 

because all of 

these systems 

are at play and 

overlapping at 

any given time.  

- Willingness to 

challenge 

existing social 

norms and 

systems 

-Views on 

regulation of 

homeschooling 

-Rejection grade 

level/ same age 

groupings 

-Lack of faith in 

public schools 

-Flexibility 

-Child as 

absolute priority 

-Suspension or 

alteration of 

career for 

children 

-Importance of 

family unit 

-Importance of 

family unit 

 

- Willingness to 

challenge 

existing social 

norms and 

systems 

-Socialization 

through avenues 

other than public 

school 

-Views on 

regulation of 

homeschooling 

-Rejection grade 

level/ same age 

groupings 

-Lack of faith in 

public schools 

-Flexibility 

Child as absolute 

priority 

-Suspension or 

alteration of 

career for 

children 

-Importance of 

family unit 

-Rejection grade 

level/ same age 

groupings 

-Flexibility 

 

 

Summary 

 This chapter explored the themes and subthemes that emerged from the data analysis of a 

total of eighteen different interviews with six homeschooling parents in a low regulation state. 
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The larger themes that emerged were those of Independence, Valuing Educational 

Differentiation, and Complete Devotion to Children, each with multiple subthemes. As each of 

those subthemes were examined, they were also framed within Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 

theory of human development to shed light on how the homeschooling process situates within 

the systems at work the lives of these young homeschooled students and how these systems have 

the potential to influence the social, emotional, and cognitive development of these students. The 

next chapter will provide an overview of the whole research study, summary answers to the 

research questions, implications for practice, suggestions for areas of future study, and a 

reflection on the study as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

“As a parent it will take over your life, but when you give your heart and soul to something, 

you’re going to reap the rewards.” -Nancy 

Summary of the Study 

 This chapter is devoted to presenting the answers to the research questions of this 

phenomenological research study on how homeschooling parents perceive the emotional, social, 

and cognitive development of their children. The study also examined these home educators’ 

views and attitudes toward state regulation of teacher qualification, student assessment, and 

curriculum materials. After addressing the research questions, this chapter will present how the 

findings relate to the literature, implications for further study, ways that the findings can be used 

to enhance future educational practice and policy, as well as recommendations for further study 

on the topic of homeschooling. 

The literature review in Chapter Two provided information about the history of 

homeschooling, trends in regulation, and common arguments from advocates and critics of 

homeschooling. An important role of modern education is to help prepare students to live and 

thrive in a diverse society that might sometimes challenge their beliefs (Merry & Karsten, 2010). 

Critics fear that homeschooling, when conducted in order to shelter a student from diverse or 

conflicting ideological and social messages, has the potential to inhibit the student’s 

development and ability to look at a variety of views and come to his or her own conclusions 

(Kunzman, 2009a; Merry & Karsten, 2010; Reich, 2002a; Ross, 2010). Morrison (2014) noted 

that more research is needed to better understand the political motivation of parents who choose 

to homeschool and how that choice affects the student’s life and the common good of society. 
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Furthermore, Morse (2014) asserted that based on recent survey data showing increasing 

numbers of parents homeschooling their children, additional research is needed to examine how 

parents are involved in their students’ education and how the environment in which a student 

learns affects academic success.  

Chapter Two also explored the reasons why parents choose to homeschool. In 2011, the 

National Household Education Surveys found that among their respondents 72% reported that 

they homeschooled out of a desire to provide religious and moral instruction, while a full 85% 

expressed a concern about the environment of area schools (ONPE, 2015). This theme of 

“concern about school environment” is common in research about homeschoolers (Kunzman, 

2009b; Redford, et al., 2016). Murphy (2013) echoed these ideas, noting that most conservative 

homeschoolers chose to do so because of concerns that their students would be exposed to 

material and situations that were not consistent with their conservative worldview, as well as 

overall concerns about the environment in public schools. 

Research also exposed concerns of homeschool critics who worried that an environment 

completely controlled by the parents, where all instructional and curricular choices would be 

made by one teacher throughout a student’s entire pre-college educational career, could result in 

students who have not been exposed to a variety of ideas, cultures, and people, potentially 

creating citizens who are at the risk of exhibiting a lack of preparedness and tolerance for the 

diversity they will encounter as adults (Kunzman, 2012; Ross, 2010). Ideological isolationism of 

this kind can be detrimental to the social, emotional, and cognitive development of students if it 

is used simply to “insulate them from mainstream, secular society” (Vieux, 2014, p. 557) and has 

the potential to even “dilute[s] active democratic citizenship” (Reich, 2002b).  
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The literature review then went on to explore the political environment of 

homeschooling, noting particularly the effectiveness of the homeschooling lobbying groups who 

have won battles for less regulation in an educational environment that has imposed ever-greater 

regulations on public schools (Kunzman, 2009b; Reich, 2008). The literature review also 

detailed the disparities in regulation between states; while parents in some states are required to 

provide elaborate details and records of their homeschooling practices, some states impose no 

regulation and ask only that the parents notify the local district of their decision to homeschool 

(Barnett, 2013; Vieux, 2014). This inconsistency has the potential to create an environment in 

which it becomes impossible to be sure that every American child is held to high standards and 

receiving a quality education (Ross, 2010).  

Chapter Three explored the phenomenological methodological approach of this study and 

then detailed data collection and analysis procedures. A phenomenology methodology enables 

the participants to share the complex and rich details of their lived experience in the phenomenon 

of homeschooling. Additionally, since the process of homeschooling happens over a long period 

of time, an ongoing phenomenological approach enabled me to engage with the participants on 

multiple occasions, allowing them to reflect on their answers and their practices in order to 

increase understanding of this lived experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). There are layers of 

complexity and meaning in the practice of homeschooling which make it compatible with 

qualitative research techniques. Creswell (2013) notes that phenomenological research 

“describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experience of a concept or 

phenomenon” (p. 76). 

 As appropriate to phenomenological studies, the primary source of data collection 

consisted of a series of interviews using Seidman’s (2013) three interview approach where the 
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first interview is focused on life history, the second interview on the details of the experience, 

and the third interview on reflections on meaning. Data were also collected through document 

analysis, and observations. 

Data analysis in qualitative research involves looking for patterns or commonality in the 

data and then digging deeper into the data to find meaning in those patterns. A multiple-cycle 

coding system was used to examine the data to uncover the meaning found therein. The first 

cycle of coding was descriptive in nature, which is a method that “assigns labels to data to 

summarize in a word or short phrase—most often a noun—the basic topic of a passage of 

qualitative data” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74). The second cycle included using simultaneous codes, 

including the following coding lenses: 

1. In Vivo Coding: using quotes or words from the participants themselves as codes 

2. Emotion Coding: labeling the data based on the prevailing emotion conveyed in that 

piece of the data 

3. Values Coding: uses three related codes that reflect the participant’s values, attitudes, 

and beliefs, which, when taken together, can review aspects of the participant’s 

worldview. (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74-75) 

Chapter Four presented profiles of each of the six participants who elected to be part of 

the research study. All of the participants were female home educators who were currently 

educating at least one child in a low regulation state, as defined by the Homeschool Legal 

Defense Association (HSLDA, 2015). They ranged in age from the mid-twenties to mid-fifties, 

and their homeschooling experience varied greatly; the participant with the least experience was 

in her first year of homeschooling, while the participant with the most experience had been 

homeschooling for approximately eighteen years. The homeschooling settings ranged from small 
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rural towns of under a thousand residents to a bustling city of more than 200,000 residents. Three 

of the participants identified themselves as being part of a Christian faith, the other three 

described themselves as their non-religious or unapologetically atheistic. Only one participant 

described herself as Republican, while the other five identified as Independent or without party. 

In addition to the aforementioned demographic information, each participant was described 

according to their own educational backgrounds, their educational approaches, and the factors 

that led them to homeschooling.  

 After coding and analyzing the transcripts of the interviews to find the essence of the 

participants’ lived experiences, three overarching themes emerged, each with multiple subthemes 

were presented in Chapter Five: 

Theme 1: A Spirit of Independence  

 Willingness to challenge existing social norms and systems 

 Socialization through avenues other than public school 

 Views on regulation of homeschooling 

Theme 2: Valuing Educational Differentiation 

 Rejection of grade levels/ same age groupings 

 Tailoring education to each student’s needs, interests, and strengths 

 Lack of faith in public schools to provide what the child needs 

 Flexibility 

Theme 3: Complete Devotion to Children 

 Child as absolute priority  

 Suspension or alteration of career for children 

 Importance of the family unit 
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After examining these themes through summaries of the data and through direct quotes from the 

participants themselves, the last section of Chapter Five examines each of these themes through 

the lens of this study’s conceptual framework, Urie Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems 

theory of human development. This model is used to particularly examine the participants’ 

experiences as they perceive the social, emotional, and cognitive development of their 

homeschooled children. 

Summary Answer to Research Question 

The overarching research question guiding this qualitative phenomenology is: How do 

homeschool parents make meaning of the homeschool process in the social, emotional, and 

cognitive development of their children? An additional sub question is: What are the attitudes of 

homeschool parents toward state regulation of curriculum resources, instructor qualifications, 

and mandatory assessment reporting? Three broad themes, each with multiple subthemes, 

emerged from the data analysis, shedding light on these questions. In the following pages, each 

theme and subtheme is explored, illustrating how each addresses the research questions. 

Theme 1: A Spirit of Independence.  

Participants expressed a willingness to march to beat of their own drummers, making the 

unconventional choice to homeschool their children. Their independence is illustrated in the 

following three subthemes which address the research questions. 

 Willingness to challenge existing social norms and systems. These parents were 

willing to make unconventional choices in order to provide the education they felt 

their children needed and deserved. The participants of this study made the choice to 

homeschool their students because they believed it would best foster the social, 

emotional, and cognitive growth that they wanted for their children. They expressed 
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this willingness to make choices individually and not because something was 

expected or popular, and they were passionate about helping their children develop a 

strong sense of advocacy for others and a desire to promote social justice as they 

perceived it.  

 Socialization through avenues other than public school. The participants were clearly 

more concerned about what they felt was right for their children than about the 

societal expectation that students attend a traditional school setting. In fact, many of 

them expressed great concerns about how a school setting would provide negative 

socialization and reinforce poor behaviors. They pointed to homeschool co-ops, 

neighborhood gatherings, and church function as more positive venues through which 

their children could find social, emotional, and cognitive growth. These 

homeschooling parents scoffed at the idea that their children were lacking proper 

socialization and social development, making a strong case that homeschooling, when 

done effectively, provides just as many opportunities for social development as more 

traditional educational options. 

 Views on regulation of homeschooling. While all of the participants enjoyed the 

freedom provided a state that had a low level of regulation of homeschooling, their 

views on the regulation of homeschooling varied greatly. Some participants thought 

that the government had no right to make decisions about what was taught in their 

homeschools or how it was taught. Other participants, however, felt that an 

environment of little to no regulation had the potential to allow students to be 

homeschooled ineffectively, denying those students a quality education. In general, 

the more conservative participants advocated for less regulation, and the more liberal 
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individuals were more comfortable with regulation. However, that was not always the 

case, as one liberal participant rejected the idea of any curricular requirements, and 

one of the more conservative participants expressed concerns about parents who were 

either unable or unwilling to put in the work necessary to homeschool their students 

effectively. 

Theme 2: Valuing Educational Differentiation.  

Each of the six participants in this study expressed a deep commitment to differentiating 

instruction for their students in order to foster greater social, emotional, and cognitive 

development. 

 Rejection of grade levels/ same age groupings. One of the ideas most echoed by the 

participants of this study was the rejection of grade level/ same age groupings in the 

educational environment. They were that expecting children of the same age to 

develop socially, emotionally, and cognitively at the same rate was counterintuitive. 

They also rejected the idea that a grouping of same age peers would always provide 

the best environment for positive growth for their children.  

 Tailoring education to each student’s needs, interests, and strengths. The 

homeschooling parents interviewed in this study were deeply committed to 

differentiating instruction for each of their students based on that student’s needs, 

interests, and strengths in order to foster social, emotional, and cognitive 

development. They rejected standardized assessments as measures of student growth 

and instead talked about knowing their students and being able to assess each 

student’s growth through interaction and careful observation.  
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 Lack of faith in public schools to provide what the child needs. Each participant 

expressed a disbelief, either through direct experience with public schools or as a 

general assumption, that public schools would be unable to address the individual 

needs of their student, and therefore would not be able to help their students grow 

socially, emotionally, and cognitively to their full potential. While some families 

were very comfortable supplementing their homeschooling with resources from the 

local school district, each of these families felt confident that their children’s 

development was best fostered in the homeschooling environment.  

 Flexibility. Pointing to the complexity of the process of homeschooling, each of the 

participants expressed the importance of being willing to be flexibly in their approach 

to instruction, curriculum, and materials in order to best foster social, emotional, and 

cognitive development in their children. This flexibility manifested itself in many 

ways: often whole lessons would be abandoned when it was clear that they were not 

working for the student; sometimes life’s events made homeschooling difficult, so 

they had to work around those disruptions or even work them into the instructional 

experience; and it was expressed repeatedly that a homeschooling parent should not 

become so tied to a curriculum or instructional intervention that they would continue 

to use it if it was no longer effective for the child.  

Theme 3: Complete Devotion to Children.  

The devotion of these homeschooling parents to their children was truly inspiring. Each 

of these parents was fully committed to the arduous task of homeschooling their students in order 

to foster the social, emotional, and cognitive development of their children. 
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 Child as absolute priority. The selflessness of these women that was inherent in their 

homeschooling process was breathtaking. These families’ entire lives, in many ways, 

were crafted in order to create an effective homeschooling environment and 

experience that allowed their students to thrive developmentally.  

 Suspension or alteration of career for children. All of the participants in this study 

had either altered their career paths or abandoned them altogether in order to devote 

themselves to homeschooling their children. These women, many of whom had 

invested time, money, and energy into college degrees, appeared to put needs of their 

children before their own in order to foster the social, emotional, and cognitive 

development of these children.  

 Importance of the family unit. For all of these participants, the family was the center 

of life. These participants felt strongly that their family units should be the strongest 

influence on the social, emotional, and cognitive growth of their children. This 

subtheme is also related to regulation of homeschooling: all of these parents felt that 

the family should have the ultimate say in educational decisions, not the state or a 

regulatory body. 

The analysis of the data revealed that all of the parents that were interviewed in this study 

were clearly devoted to creating an educational experience that supported, enriched, and 

maximized the potential for social, emotional, and cognitive growth in their children. 

Additionally, each of these families clearly felt that the homeschooling environment was the 

environment best able to promote such positive development in their students while diminishing 

what they saw as the negative effects of the larger societal systems and influences that bombard 

children today. While the participants expressed various levels of support for the state regulation 
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of homeschooling, all of them felt that ultimately it was their right and responsibility as parents 

to ensure that their students received the best education possible. 

Discussion of Themes with Prior Literature 

 The three broader themes, as well as the subthemes housed within each, clearly reflected 

and often reinforced themes that were present in the existing literature on homeschooling. By 

sharing their insights and details of their lived experience, each of the participants brought a 

unique perspective which greatly contributed to the ongoing conversation about homeschooling.  

Theme 1: A Spirit of Independence  

The very act of homeschooling, as reflected in the literature and in the words of the 

participants of this study, is an act of independence and a willingness to go against social norms. 

The literature points out that by the middle of the twentieth century, American society had 

largely accepted the idea that common schools were the best option for children in terms of 

education and socialization; to homeschool was to greatly go against that social norm (Gaither, 

2008; Vieux, 2014). While public acceptance of homeschooling has greatly increased in the last 

half century (McReynolds, 2007), these parents are clearly exhibiting a willingness to go against 

social norms and challenge systems they feel are ineffective or unnecessary. This is consistent 

with what Apple (2007) asserted: that for some, the act of homeschooling was a rejection of the 

larger culture which some homeschooling parents found disturbing or contradictory to their own 

values. 

The participants of this study strongly expressed their views that traditional, common 

school settings were not the only places where students could experience appropriate 

socialization and emotional growth, a concern commonly expressed by critics of homeschooling 

(Kunzman, 2009a; Murphy, 2014). Indeed, the participants described rich, engaging 
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homeschooling environments that offered ample opportunities for positive social, emotional, and 

cognitive development for their children. The fact that such positive development can take place 

in the homeschooling environment is backed by research studies that report findings that suggest 

that homeschooled students are just as well, if not better, socialized as their more traditionally 

educated counterparts (Cheng, 2013; Drenvosky & Cohen, 2012). 

All of the participants in this study also expressed a desire to empower their children with 

a passion for enacting positive change in the environments in which they would live and work 

both as children and later as adults. While some of them were motivated by religion and a desire 

to live a “biblical” life, others expressed a desire to instill in their children a desire to promote 

social justice. This is consistent with the findings of Reich (2002b) who asserted that many 

homeschoolers are undertaking this endeavor specifically to instill their values in their children 

so they can then go out into society and promote these values in the broader culture.  

The participants in this study expressed a variety of views regarding the regulation of 

homeschooling practices, curriculum choices, and teaching certification. The literature reflected 

this broad spectrum of views toward the inconsistent nature of homeschooling regulation across 

the United States (Reich, 2005; Kunzman, 2010; Vieux, 2014). While many expressed the desire 

for little to no regulation of homeschooling as advocated by homeschooling advocates (HSLDA, 

2016), three participants expressed concerns about the potential for some students to receive a 

subpar or highly biased education in an environment with so little regulation, echoing concerns 

of some homeschooling critics (Apple, 2004; Kunzman, 2009a; Kunzman, 2012; Reich, 2005). 

The participants who discussed the influence of homeschooling advocacy and lobbying 

organizations like HSLDA expressed radically different views of these entities. Sandra felt more 

secure as a homeschooler having the backing of the HSLDA in the event that her practices would 
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be challenged by any state organizations; this willingness to provide support and legal assistance 

to homeschooling families is one of the reasons that the HSLDA has become so popular among 

this segment of the population (HSDLA, 2016; Kunzman, 2009b). Still, other participants were 

staunchly against the HSLDA ideologically; their views reflected the concerns of homeschooling 

critics who feel that the organization has overstepped its boundaries as a homeschooling 

advocacy group and is now using too many of its resources to promote conservative social 

initiatives (Kunzman, 2009b; Reich, 2002b).  

 Finally, even the demographics of the homeschoolers in this study reflected the broad 

range of homeschoolers discussed in the literature. While homeschooling is currently practiced 

more commonly by conservative Christian members of American society (Acker, 2012), it is 

important to remember that much of its origin can be traced back to liberal counter culturists like 

John Holt (Johnson, 2014). The three conservative participants and the three more liberal 

participants in this study reflected the ideological variety of individuals who practice are 

currently practicing homeschooling. Still, while there was a clear ideological variety among the 

participants, the participants in this study reinforced the findings in the prior literature that 

homeschooling families tend to be whiter, more financially stable, and more educated than their 

public school counterparts (CHRE, 2015; Ray, 2015a; Rudner, 1999). 

Theme 2: Valuing Educational Differentiation  

One of the most common themes that emerged from my interviews with these six 

homeschooling mothers was the importance they placed on the ability to provide individualized, 

differentiated instruction that met the specific needs of each of their students. This was consistent 

with the reported motivations of many other homeschoolers. While Acker et al. (2012) notes that 

the most common motivation for homeschooling is the desire to instill a specific, often 
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conservative, ideological world view in their students, the desire to customize education to the 

specific child, meeting that child developmentally, is one commonly expressed among 

homeschoolers (Sheriff, 2008).  

All of the participants in this study felt strongly that grouping children with same-age 

peers does not provide the most positive environment for social, emotional, and cognitive 

growth. They felt that such arbitrary groupings without any thought given to ability, behavior, 

and skill deficits was illogical and ultimately detrimental to children’s development. This 

answers, though perhaps only anecdotally, the concerns of many critics who assert that these 

exact same-age groupings are a rite of passage in society, and that students will be less socialized 

if they miss out on that shared experience (Kunzman, 2012; Lebeda, 2007; Reich, 2002a). 

Successful homeschooled students (like the ones described in this study) are often held 

up as proof that homeschooling is effective and produces extraordinary educational results; still, 

this proof is often anecdotal at best, and the research that exists is sometimes even 

methodologically questionable (Apple, 2004; Murphy, 2014; Ray, 2010). While some 

homeschooling researchers have identified differentiated instruction and the willingness to 

approach homeschooling with a high degree of flexibility as important traits of effective 

homeschooling (Kunzman, 2009b), there is very little research into the actual instructional 

methodology of many homeschool parents. This research adds to that small body of research, 

and will suggest this area as an area for further study. 

Theme 3: Complete Devotion to Children 

The results of this study reinforce a common theme in the existing literature: most 

families who homeschool their children are doing so because they want the absolute best for 

their children (Kunzman, 2009b; Merry & Karten, 2010). This focus on the importance of family 
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clearly reflects the existing literature. Homeschooling is often an extension of a broader familial 

structure that celebrates the more traditional family structure and the elevation of family as the 

most important and valuable resource in a child’s life. Even the structure of the family 

hierarchies reported by the participants in this study reflects common examples in the literature: 

the mothers facilitated and administered the educational interventions while the fathers (when 

present) had a role in making larger, broader decisions about materials, curriculum, and 

ideological approaches to education (Gaither, 2008; Kunzman, 2009b). All of the mothers in this 

study had either modified their careers or completely abandoned them in order to more fully—or 

completely—devote themselves to their homeschooling endeavor. This, also, was consistent with 

the research on known demographics and practices of homeschooling families (Apple, 2004). 

This study adds to the existing research on homeschooling and its effect on family 

structure and culture, an area where little research currently exists (Murphy, 2017). Again, most 

of the research that exists in this area is anecdotal, shared by homeschooling families who are 

passionate about sharing their positive message about homeschooling, but a broader, less skewed 

sample that researchers can identify as more representative of the broader homeschooling culture 

is difficult to obtain, particularly in a population that so greatly values its privacy and 

independence (Apple, 2004; Kunzman, 2009b; McCracken, 2014b). 

Implications of the Study 

This study adds to the limited available literature on the unique demographic of home 

educators. The profiles of the participants provide valuable information about these 

homeschoolers, their decisions to homeschool their children, their homeschooling environments, 

and their educational approaches. This is a valuable addition to a body of literature that is lacking 

specific examples of homeschoolers and their practice, mostly because of the fact that a large 
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portion of this population is “hidden,” preferring the privacy and independence innate in the 

decision to homeschool (Apple, 2004; Kunzman, 2009b; McCracken, 2014b; Reich, 2002a). 

While many homeschoolers prefer not to be studied and examined, the participants in this study 

provided information that sheds light of at least part of this compelling population. 

The findings also provide information about how homeschoolers perceive and assess the 

holistic development of their children, including cognitive, social, and emotional growth and 

adjustment. It describes the lived experience of the homeschooling parent as they strive to create 

environments that promote such growth, and illuminates the homeschooling process, including 

educational methodology, curriculum choices, and the perceived benefits of homeschooling 

according to these families. 

This study provides information about the educational approaches of six homeschooling 

parents, adding to small amount of existing literature on homeschooling methodology and 

pedagogy. The participants described their homeschooling practices, environments, and 

curricular choices in rich detail, providing anecdotes that allow researchers to more readily 

understand the lived experience of at least some home educators. Two themes that emerged from 

the data were the importance of differentiation of instruction and the need for flexibility in the 

process of homeschooling. While these themes were present in the existing literature, they had 

not been greatly explored. This study begins to look at those themes more fully and will suggest 

further study in those areas. 

Furthermore, the information presented in this study will contribute to the research 

literature exploring the attitudes of homeschoolers toward state and federal regulation of 

compulsory attendance laws, curriculum, assessment, and teacher certification. These findings 

will inform education agencies, regulatory bodies, and lawmakers at both the state and federal 
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level as they craft educational policy relating to homeschooling in order to better ensure an 

education that fosters the holistic development of students to their highest social, emotional, and 

cognitive potential. 

Recommendations for Practice 

 Based on the findings that emerged from the data, this study asserts the following 

recommendations for practice in the public school environment, the homeschooling environment, 

within curricular development, and in state regulation: 

For Public Schools 

 Public schools should foster the relationship with local homeschoolers in order to 

provide curricular and instructional support. Rather than seeing each other as 

adversaries, public schools and homeschoolers should realize that they have a lot to 

offer one another. These homeschooled students can enrich district programs and 

activities with their unique experiences and perspectives. Conversely, offering 

instructional and curricular supports to homeschooling parents is one more way that 

local schools can meet their goal of ensuring a quality education for all students in the 

community. Programs like these are common in larger districts, but are not as readily 

available in smaller, rural districts. 

 Students should not be grouped for instruction based solely on like ages. Student 

groupings should be made based more heavily upon developmental stages and 

content readiness rather than calendar age. While this would require most schools to 

restructure much of their approach, it would likely create an environment in which 

students could receive instruction that is more personalized to their developmental 

stage, rather than a preconceived expectation based on age alone. 
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 Students themselves are the best indicators of their own growth, needs, and 

development; their performance on standardized assessments is not. Public schools 

should adopt an approach that is more in line with the practice of these 

homeschoolers who measure their students’ success by the social, emotional, and 

cognitive milestones and advances that they observe through one on one interaction 

with their students.   

For Homeschool Educators 

 Home education is most effective when it is centered around differentiation. One of 

the greatest benefits of homeschooling comes from effective differentiation of 

instruction to meet individual student needs. Then parents choose to undertake the 

demanding endeavor of homeschooling, they receive the extraordinary opportunity to 

create differentiated educational environment that is tailored to the specific social, 

emotion, and cognitive developmental needs of their students. Home educators should 

take full advantage of this opportunity to create such a personalized educational 

environment.  

 Home educators can be an extraordinary resource to each other in their educational 

practices. All of the participants in this study reported that they enjoyed and 

benefitted from being part of homeschooling social groups, facebook groups, online 

forums, and homeschooling co-ops. None of the homeschooling described in this 

study happened in isolation. The participants reported that involvement with other 

homeschoolers provided them with educational supports like new pedagogical 

approaches and curricular material, as well as emotional and social support for both 

them and their children. Many of them learned about community resources through 
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their involvement in these groups. From the experiences of these homeschooling 

mothers, it appears that involvement and networking with other homeschoolers can be 

highly advantageous to the homeschooling experience. 

For Curriculum Developers 

 There is a need for more secular homeschooling curricular materials. Multiple 

participants in this study expressed frustration and concern about the lack of secular 

curricular materials. There is a need for homeschooling materials that do not attempt 

to promote a particular religion as they present academic material. Participants 

pointed specifically to a lack of science and history materials that do not include 

religious themes or that do not alter or omit content that challenges common religious 

themes like creationism and American exceptionalism. 

For Regulatory Bodies and Policy Makers 

 There is a need for more consistent regulation of homeschooling at the state, and 

possibly even the national level. While the participants in this study expressed a wide 

variety of attitudes toward regulation—some wanting no regulation at all—the 

research I compiled raised legitimate concerns about the welfare of students who are 

being educated in such a variety of regulatory environments. Some of these home 

educators echoed the concerns of various homeschooling researchers: at the very 

least, there should be laws in place at the state level that require a parent to notify the 

local school district of their intention to homeschool their children. This is simply to 

lessen the chance of neglected students slipping through the cracks and being denied 

the basic right of a quality education. 
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Recommendations for Further Research 

 Recommendation 1: Replicate the study using participants who are homeschooling in 

states with more stringent regulations regarding reporting of attendance, curriculum, 

and assessment results to see if their perception of the homeschooling process or how 

it affects their children is different. Additionally, it would be informative to compare 

the attitudes toward state regulation of these parents in high regulation 

homeschooling states with those in low regulation states, like the participants in this 

study. 

 Recommendation 2: While the participants in this study were eager to share their 

experiences, more research needs to be done on the “off the grid” homeschoolers. 

Because of low regulation and the lack of statewide record keeping, authorities in the 

state where this study took place are unable to even identify the number of 

homeschoolers in their state, let alone provide information about the demographics of 

these homeschoolers, details of their practices, or the success of their students.  

 Recommendation 3: Conduct a comparative study looking at previously 

homeschooled students as adults to examine their social adjustment, general 

happiness, employability, and familial patterns (i.e. divorces rates, number of 

children) compared to their traditionally educated peers, adjusting for other variables 

such as religious upbringing and other cultural factors. 

 Recommendation 4: Conduct further phenomenological research about how 

homeschooling parents differentiate instruction for their children, and how the theme 

of flexibility affects the success of the homeschooling experience. While all of the 

participants in this study were devoted to the need for flexibility in approach to 
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instruction, what are the outcomes for students whose parent-teachers are less 

flexibility and approach homeschooling from a more regimented and structured 

mentality?  

 Recommendation 5: Conduct a study examining how homeschooling mothers 

perceive the importance of their own need for happiness and satisfaction independent 

of that of their children and spouses. Research could be done to examine the mothers 

after homeschooling is over. After devoting so much time and energy to their kids, 

where does that energy go when there is no one in the home to educate? 

Conclusion 

 The participants in this study clearly illustrated to me that homeschooling is a valid 

educational choice for parents who have concerns about the quality of education their students 

will receive in more traditional school settings. The parents I interviewed were strong, passionate 

educators who put the needs of their children before their own, making sacrifices to create warm, 

enriching educational environments in which their children appeared to thrive developmentally. 

The ability to have a flexible approach and to differentiate instruction to meet the unique social, 

emotional, and cognitive needs of each individual student is one of the greatest strengths of this 

educational practice. Homeschooling, as undertaken by the participants of this study, has the 

potential to be the most student centered, nurturing educational approach available. Still, this 

endeavor is not for the faint of heart; these mothers made huge sacrifices in their own lives in 

order to homeschool their children effectively. The amount of time and effort that these women 

expended to educate their children was astounding, but each day, as they watched their children 

learn and grow, they seemed to feel that the results were well worth the effort. 
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Final Reflection 

 I approached this research on homeschooling with a considerable amount of concern 

about students’ rights, feeling strongly that a quality education should be a human right for all 

children so that they can develop into competent, secure, tolerant citizens in modern society. 

After studying the literature, I was concerned by the lack of consistent regulation of 

homeschooling in the United States (Barnett, 2013; Cooper, 2005; Ross, 2010; Vieux, 2014). 

This lack of regulation has the potential to create an environment in which it is impossible to 

ensure that homeschooled students are receiving a quality education. This is still a concern, even 

at the conclusion of this study.  

The participants that I interviewed were all dedicated, prepared, compassionate teachers 

and their students appeared to thrive emotionally and intellectually in the homeschooling 

environments the parents had created. And these parents were all willing to be interviewed. They 

were excited to share their stories, methods, and experiences. Still, while I was searching out 

participants for this study, the overwhelming response I received when reaching out to 

homeschoolers and homeschooling organizations was one of rejection and suspicion. I was asked 

by one potential participant if my intention was to “tear down homeschoolers.” Members of one 

particularly conservative church even responded that they did not feel that the university, which 

they perceived as a liberal institution, would fairly represent them. When I reached out to a 

statewide Christian homeschooling network on their website, I was told that they did not 

encourage their members to participate in this kind of research, and instead directed my 

questions to homeschooling researcher B. D. Ray. Ray’s research, as discussed in chapter two, 

has been greatly criticized for its potentially flawed research methodology and ideological bias in 

favor of homeschooling (Kunzman, 2009b; McCracken, 2014a). Conversely, when a colleague 
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attempted to connect me with a very liberal and unconventional homeschooler, that potential 

participant also declined, unwilling to share her experiences for fear of being judged too harshly.  

As they reflected on the concerns of critics of homeschooling, more than one of the 

participants reacted by posing some variation of the following question: Why would a parent 

choose such an arduous undertaking as homeschooling if that parent did not have the best 

interests of the child at heart? It was clear that the participants in my interviews truly were 

devoted to the positive development of their children. But in such an inconsistent regulatory 

environment, it is impossible to ensure that homeschooled students across the United States are 

being provided with the curriculum, instruction, and support that they deserve as a basic human 

right. Instead, we are asked to simply trust that they are. Even after learning about the 

experiences of these gifted and passionate educators and the children that are lucky enough to 

study with them, I am still reluctant to simply trust that all students are fortunate enough to enjoy 

such amazing care and instruction.  
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE E-MAIL FOR SOLICITING PARTICIPANTS THROUGH THIRD PARTIES 

Dear _____________,  

I am conducting a dissertation studying the experience of homeschooling parents. This study 

seeks to explore the way that homeschooling parents perceive the social, emotional, and 

cognitive development of their child/ren. I am e-mailing you because you shared with me that 

you homeschool your own child/ren or you have contacts in the homeschooling community. At 

this time, I am trying to identify potential participants with whom I have no professional or 

personal relationship.   

I would like to request your help in recruiting potential participants. If you have any classmates, 

friends, or family members who meet the following criteria, would you share the topic of my 

study with them and ask them if they would be interested in participating? 

Criterion for the participants include:  

1. Male or female adult. 

2. Currently homeschooling at least one child.  

3. Resident of a state with minimal homeschooling regulation. 

 

If you do identify people and they show interest, please send me their names and contact 

information, including an e-mail address and/or phone number. 

Thank you in advance for your help, and please contact me if you have questions or need 

additional details. 

Sincerely,  

Jennifer Kerns 

Doctoral Student 

Drake University 

Jennifer.kerns@drake.edu 

515-210-0176 

 

  

mailto:Jennifer.kerns@drake.edu
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APPENDIX B 

RECRUITMENT E-MAIL 

Dear ______________,  

 

My name is Jennifer Kerns. I am a doctoral student in the School of Education at Drake 

University. I am seeking participants for my dissertation study, and you were referred to me by 

_________. My study is entitled: Learning at Home: A phenomenology examining the 

perceptions of homeschooling parents regarding the social, emotional, and cognitive 

development of their child/ren.  

 

This study seeks to explore how homeschooling parents perceive the development of their 

students. While there is literature about homeschooling, my intention is that this study will add to 

the understanding of the homeschooling experience and student development.  

 

To collect data for this study, I am seeking male and female adults who are currently 

homeschooling at least one of their own children. I am specifically looking for participants who 

live in a state with minimal homeschooling regulation. If you fall in this category and are 

interested in participating please contact me using the information below.  

 

Your participation would last approximately four to eight weeks and will consist of three 

interviews, each lasting approximately 60 minutes. Interviews will be conducted in person, at 

your convenience and at a location of your choice, but I would be particularly interested in 

visiting you in the environment in which you practice homeschooling if you are willing to allow 

me to do so.  

 

While I have never homeschooled my own children, I have colleagues and family members who 

have done so. I am interested in the topic because I feel that more research needs to be done on 

this unique approach to education. I would greatly appreciate your participation in this study. 

While participating will require your valuable time and there are no direct benefits to you, the 

information you provide will be important in influencing the future of homeschooling. 

  

Please know that your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time. 

Additionally, if any questions make you uncomfortable or you wish not to answer, you will not 

be required to do so. If you are interested in participating, please contact me via email at 

Jennifer.kerns@drake.edu or by phone at 515-210-0176. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration.  

 

Sincerely,  

Jennifer Kerns 
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APPENDIX C 

TELEPHONE SCRIPT FOR INTITIAL CONTACT 

 WITH POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

Hello __________. This is Jennifer Kerns from Drake University. Thank you for your interest in 

my dissertation study about how homeschooling parents perceive their child/ren’s development. 

As I mentioned in my e-mail, you were referred to me by _________ as a potential participant in 

my study. The study will examine the perceptions of homeschooling parents regarding the social, 

emotional, and cognitive development of their children. 

 

To confirm whether or not you qualify for participation, are you an adult who is currently 

homeschooling one or more of your own children? Do you live in a state with minimal 

homeschooling regulation?  

 

If you are still interested in participating, the study will consist of three interviews over the 

course of four to eight weeks, each lasting approximately 60-90 minutes. Interviews will be 

conducted in person, at your convenience and a location of your choice, but I would be 

particularly interested in visiting you in the environment in which you practice homeschooling if 

you are willing to allow me to do so.  

 

Participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time. Additionally, if any questions 

make you uncomfortable or you wish not to answer, you will not be required to do so.  

 

If possible, I would like to schedule our first interview today. Are you available to meet on any 

of the following dates: _______, ________, _______? If none of those dates work for you, are 

there others around that time that would be more convenient for you? Wednesdays and Fridays 

are ideal, but I am willing to work around your schedule. 

 

Is there a specific time of day that works best for you? 

 

Where would you like to meet? 

 

Prior to our meeting I will e-mail you a copy of an informed consent. Please review it before we 

meet, and I will collect a signed copy from you before we start the interview. 

 

Thank you. I look forward to seeing you on ________ at _________ o’clock. Please contact me 

at 515-210-0176 if you have any last minute schedule changes or questions. 
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APPENDIX D 

 

INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 

 

 

Title of Study: Learning at Home: A phenomenology examining the perceptions of 

homeschooling parents regarding the social, emotional, and cognitive 

development of their child/ren. 

 

Investigator: Jennifer Kerns 

 

This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to participate. Please 

feel free to ask questions at any time. 

 

Introduction 
The purpose of this study is to investigate how homeschooling parents perceive the social, 

emotional, and cognitive development of their children.   

 

Procedures 
If you agree to participate, there will be three interviews, all of which will be audio recorded, that 

are employed as a part of collecting the data appropriate for a phenomenological study:  

 

1) A semi-structured life history interview that is designed for me to get to know you and to 

learn about your family and your decision to homeschool your child. I want to learn about 

your perspectives on education and learn a little about your own educational experience.  

a. This interview will happen in person, at your convenience and a location of your 

choice. It will last for approximately 60-90-minutes.  

2) A semi-structured contemporary experience interview that will explore your perceptions 

of homeschooling and describe some of your homeschooling practices and how those 

practices influence the social, emotional, and cognitive development of your child/ren.  

a. This interview will happen in person, at your convenience and a location of your 

choice. It will last for approximately 60-90-minutes.  

3) A semi-structured interview in which you will be asked to reflect on the meaning you 

make of your experiences.  

a. This interview will happen in person, at your convenience and a location of your 

choice. It will last for approximately 60-90-minutes.  

 

In addition to interviews, you may be asked to share documents related to your homeschooling 

experience, including curriculum or materials.  

 

Your participation will last for four-eight weeks and will include at least five points of contact:  

1) Initial contact/introduction of the project and informed consent document; 

2) The first 60-90-minute semi-structured life history interview (in person, at your 

convenience and a location of your choice);  

3) The second 60-90-minute semi-structured interview (in person, at your convenience and a 

location of your choice);  
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4) The third 60-90-minute semi-structured reflection interview (in person, at your 

convenience and a location of your choice);  

5) I will email a transcript of your interviews, which you will be able to check for accuracy 

and clarity.  

Risks 
There are few foreseeable risks from participating in this study. Discussing their views of the 

homeschooling process and their attitudes toward regulation could bring about personal 

reflections that may be disturbing to the individual. Participants may give up their time, but the 

results will enhance the understanding of the homeschooling experience.  If you are negatively 

impacted at any time during or after this study, please contact Drake IRB at irb@drake.edu or 

515-271-3472. 

 

Benefits 

If you decide to participate in this study, there may be no direct benefit to you. It is hoped that 

the information gained in this study will provide greater insight into the way that homeschooling 

parent perceive their child/rens’ development. The results of this study may help homeschool 

parents in their endeavor to educate their children and may inform policy makers. 

 

Compensation 

You will not be compensated for participating in this study.  

 

Participant Rights 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 

leave the study at any time. If you decide to not participate in the study or leave the study early, 

it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You can 

skip any questions that you do not wish to answer in the interviews, decline requests for 

documents, and refuse observation. 

 

Confidentiality 

Any information obtained in connection with this research study that can be identified with you 

will be disclosed only with your permission; your results will be kept confidential. In any written 

reports or publications, no one will be identified or identifiable and only group data will be 

presented. However, federal government regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Drake 

University, and the Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves human 

subject research studies) may inspect and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data 

analysis. These records may contain private information.  

 

To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 

your identity will be kept confidential and any identifiers (such as your name and any names 

noted during the interview) will be replaced with pseudonyms in the interview transcripts. All 

documentation of the interviews, including digital recordings and their transcripts, will be stored 

on a password protected computer. All documents and observation notes will also be kept on a 

password protected computer. 

 

Parties likely to view the data include Dr. Robyn Cooper, my Drake University dissertation 

committee chair, and other members of my dissertation committee. The data collected will be 

mailto:irb@drake.edu
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retained for a minimum of three years and destroyed when it is deemed no longer useful for 

research purposes. If the results are published, your identity will remain confidential.  

 

Contacts and Questions 

You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.  

 For further information about the study contact: 

Jennifer Kerns (Researcher)  Dr. Robyn Cooper (Advisor) 

Jennifer.kerns@drake.edu  robyn.cooper@drake.edu 

515-210-0176    (515) 271-4535 

 If you have any questions about the rights of research participants or research-related 

injury, please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 271-3472, irb@drake.edu. 

 

You may keep a copy of this form for your records 

 

Statement of Consent: 
Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study has 

been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that your 

questions have been satisfactorily answered. You may keep a copy of this form for your records. 

Even after signing this form, please know that you may withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

I consent to participate in the study and I agree to be audiotaped. 

 

Participant’s Name (printed)               

    

             

(Participant’s Signature)     (Date)  

 

  

mailto:irb@drake.edu
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APPENDIX E 

HOMESCHOOLING STUDY PARTICIPANTS 

DEMOGRAPHICS QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

To help inform my study, the following information would be extremely helpful. Please answer 

as many questions as possible. You have the option to skip any questions you are not 

comfortable answering. 

1. What is your age range? 

________  18-29  

________  30-39  

________  40-49  

________  50-59  

________  60-69  

 

2. Gender 

________  Male    

________  Female  

 

3. Race/Ethnicity 

Please tell me how you identify racially 

here: 

______________________________ 

 

 

4. Marital Status 

________  Single  

________  Married  

________  Separated  

________  Partnered  

 

5. Annual Household Income in U.S. 

dollars 

________  0-24,999  

________  25,000-49,999 

________  50,000-74,999 

________  75,000-99,000 

________  100,000-125,000 

 

 

6. Highest Education Level 

________  Less than high school  

diploma 

________  High School Diploma 

________  Some College 

________  Two Year Degree or  

Certificate 

________  Four Year Degree 

________  Masters Degree 

________  Doctoral Degree 

 

7. Employment Status  

________  Employed Full Time 

________  Employed Part Time 

________  Employed Full Time in  

the Home 

________  Unemployed and Looking  

for Work 

________  Unemployed and not  

Looking for Work 

________  Retired 

 

8. Political affiliation 

________  Independent   

________  Democrat   

________  Republican   

________  Other 

 ________  Over 125,000  
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APPENDIX F 

INTERVIEWER SCRIPTS AND QUESTIONS 

Semi Structured Focused Life History Interview 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study about homeschooling, and thank you for 

talking with me today. The purpose of this first interview is for me to get to know you and to 

learn about your family and your decision to homeschool your child/ren. I want to learn about 

your perspectives on education and learn a little about your own educational experience. This 

interview will take approximately 60-90 minutes, and please remember that you can stop the 

interview and withdraw from the study at any time. Do you have any questions before we begin? 

 

Semi Structured Interview Regarding the Details of the Homeschooling Experience 

Thank you for meeting with me again. It’s good to see you. This interview will last 

approximately 60-90 minutes. Do you have any questions before we get started?  

 

Semi Structured Interview Reflecting on the Meaning of the Homeschooling Experience 

Thank you for meeting with me again. In this interview, I want to learn about the meaning that 

you make of your experiences as a homeschooler. I also want to ask you about your opinions on 

some aspects of homeschooling. Do you have any questions before we get started?  

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Interview 1: Semi Structured Focused Life History Interview 

(Exosystems affecting the student) 

Parents’ Background/Demographics: 

1. Please tell me a little about yourself. How would you describe yourself to someone 

else? 

a. How do you spend your free time?   

b. What do you enjoy doing? 

2. Where did you grow up? Region of country? Rural or urban?  

3. Tell me a little bit about your parents.  

a. What is your relationship with them today? (Follow up prompt if needed.) 

b.  Do they live close and do you interact a great deal or do they live far away 

which limits the amount of interaction? 

4. Who were the important adults in your life as you grew up? Can you tell me a little 

bit about them (if not answered, ask about their education level)? 

Parents’ Education: 

1. Tell me about your education experiences. Starting with elementary school, can you 

describe what school was like for you? 
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2. What kind of schools did you attend (home, private, public) and where were they 

located?  

3. What did you like most about your schooling experiences? 

4. What did you like least about your schooling experiences?  

5. Did you have a favorite teacher/or other adult in school you connected with? Why was 

he/she your favorite? 

Parents’ Work: 

1. Do you or your spouse work outside of the home? For each ask: 

a. Can you describe what a typical work day looks like? 

b. Is your schedule regular or does it vary? Can you describe your schedule? 

c. Do you feel that your job affects the homeschooling process? 

(The Microsystems of the homeschooled child) 

Getting to Know the Children: 

1. Tell me about your children. (Ages, gender, personality etc.) Are they all homeschooled? 

a. Can you describe your child’s personality? 

2. Can you describe your child’s strengths educationally? 

3. Can you describe your child’s challenges educationally? 

The Family’s Decision to Homeschool: 

1. How long have you been homeschooling your children? 

2. Can you share with me what led to your decision to start homeschooling? 

3. In your opinion, what are the positive benefits of homeschooling? Followed by, in your 

opinion what challenges do you face homeschooling? 

Can you describe the roles of each of the parents in the homeschooling endeavor?  

4. What do you see as the role of the state in the education of children? 

Interview 2: Semi Structured Interview Regarding the Details of the Homeschooling 

Experience 

Cognitive Development 

The environment in which Homeschooling takes place: 

1. Please describe an average day of homeschooling for you and your child/ren. 

2. Can you describe the physical space in which most of your instruction takes place? 

3. What subjects do you feel most confident teaching, and which ones do you feel less 

confident teaching? 

Teaching Approach and Background: 
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1. What is your favorite subject to teach and why? 

2. What is your least favorite subject to teach and why? 

3. Can you share with me what you feel are the traits of an effective home educator? 

4. What are your educational goals for your child/ren within the next year? 

5. What are your long term goals for your child/ren’s education? 

Curriculum and Instructional Supports 

1. How do you make curricular choices?  

2. Can you describe the kinds of materials that you use regularly?  

a. Where did you learn about these materials? 

b. Who do you talk to when making decisions about curriculum and materials? 

3. How do you decide what topics and content you’re going to teach? 

4. What organizations do you go to for support in your homeschooling experience, and what 

kind of supports do you find there? 

5. Do you use any of the services from the local school district? If so, can you characterize 

your experience with those services? 

6. How would you characterize your child/ren’s learning style? 

a. What topics or subjects does your child/ren really enjoy? 

b. Are there any that your child/ren doesn’t enjoy or struggles with? 

c. How do you know when your child/ren is really getting it? 

d. How can you tell if your child/ren is struggling with what he/she is learning? 

7. Are you happy with your child/ren’s overall academic progress?  

8. How do you measure if your child is developing successfully intellectually? 

9. What kinds of assessments or tests do you give your child/ren to measure achievement? 

Are any of these state or national assessments like ITED, SAT, or HiSET? 

10. How will you document the equivalent of high school completion for your child/ren for 

employment and college entrance? 

 

The Child’s Social and Emotional Development 

1. What reaction has your child/ren received from other kids who attend different types of 

schools (public, private)? 

2. How has homeschooling affected the relationships between your children? 

3. How has homeschooling affected the relationship between you and your child/ren? 

4. How would you characterize your parenting style? 

5. How would you characterize your teaching approach to your child/ren? 

6. How do others in your family or peer group respond to your decision to homeschool your 

child/ren? 

7. In the home school environment, what kinds of activities do you do to help facilitate your 

child/ren’s social development? Emotional development? 
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8. How do you measure if your child/ren is developing successfully socially? Emotionally? 

I’m going to list various subjects and I’m going to ask how your teaching and curriculum 

materials address them: 

a. Interpersonal relationships 

b. Sex education 

c. Multiculturalism 

d. Character education 

9. How is your own culture represented in your curriculum and activities? 

10. How are other cultures represented in your curriculum and activities 

 

Interview 3: Semi Structured Interview Reflecting on the Meaning of the Homeschooling 

Experience 

1. Since our last interview, did you think of anything else you’d like to tell me about your 

homeschooling process? 

2. What has been the greatest benefit of homeschooling for your child/ren? 

3. What has been the greatest challenge for your child/ren as a homeschooled student? 

4. What has been the greatest challenge that you’ve faced as a homeschool educator? 

5. Has your teaching style changed over time, and if so, to what do you attribute that 

change? 

6. How important is the inclusion of religion in your selection of curriculum? 

7. How important is it to you that you incorporate your faith, political views, and/or world 

view in your teaching? 

8. Some worry that homeschooled children will miss out on important experiences that 

contribute to the development of socialization skills. What is your response to those 

concerns?  

If needed: How do you provide opportunities for socialization for your children? 

9. Tell me your opinion on the following statement: Students in homeschools should be 

given state assessments to make sure they are meeting minimum education standards. 

10. Tell me your opinion on the following statement: Homeschooling curriculum should be 

regulated to ensure that a student is receiving an unbiased education that prepares him or 

her for a diverse world. 

11. Tell me your opinion on the following statement: There should be minimum educational 

standards for parents who are teaching in the homeschool setting. 

12. Tell me your opinion on the following statement: Parents should be required to notify the 

local school district or the state that they are homeschooling their children. 

13. Tell me your opinion on the following statement: Children should be exposed to material 

from many cultures to prepare them to live in a modern, pluralistic society. 

14. What do you feel is the current public attitude toward homeschooling? 
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15. What are some of the most common misconceptions that you see in the public’s views of 

homeschooling? 

16. What’s the biggest take away that you’d like readers of this study to know about 

homeschooling? 
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