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Gill Hines has worked in education for over 40 years, starting out as an infant teacher before going on to work with children and young people with English as an additional language. In the 1980s she began training in her spare time with a national charity for people living with HIV/Aids to lead workshops on living powerfully and creatively in the face of a terminal diagnosis, eventually leading workshops throughout Britain and in Paris. After a period of travel she began working in West London, bringing together her two passions, education and well-being. Originally working with pupils, students, staff and youth workers, she began extending her work at the request of schools to include parents, and today runs dozens of parent workshops in schools and local venues on an ever expanding range of subjects. She also has a growing list of clients for her parent and family consultation work.

Alison Baverstock began her working life as a publisher, before establishing a consultancy for authors and the broader creative economy. She has researched and written widely about publishing, writing, art and parenting (with Gill Hines) and is currently Associate Professor of Publishing at Kingston University. A strong believer in the power of the book to connect communities, she is the founder of the award-winning Kingston University Big Read (now operating across four UK universities and influential internationally) and Reading Force, an initiative to encourage Forces families to remain in touch through share reading. She and her husband have four children, and their many postings and house moves required flexibility and brought a great deal of experience of different styles of teaching and schools. She met Gill through attending one of her workshops and this is their fourth book together.
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Foreword by Dr Adam Boddison

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


A FATHER’S EXPERIENCE OF EDUCATING HIS DAUGHTER AT HOME

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

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

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

At what stage did you start to home educate?

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

How do you manage your daughter’s time?

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

What are the advantages of home educating for your family?

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

What are the challenges?

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

How do you manage the education process?

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

Has anything taken you by surprise?

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

Would you recommend home education?

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

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

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

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

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