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Reasons why Australian parents choose home schooling
for their children: A qualitative investigation

Terry Harding and Rebekah Couper
Auwustralian Christian Home Schooling, Australia

This research examines the reasons why parents choose home schooling - a growing
educational phenomenon in Australia. A phenomenographic analysis of qualitative data
gave a rich and detailed voice to those motivations. Six categories of description
summarised the findings. Parents cited both push and pull factors that contributed to
their decisions to reject traditional schooling for their children, in favour of this
unconventional pedagogy. The findings demonstrated a juxtaposition of unwelcome
influences on their children by non-familial institutions, with the vested interests of
parents in meeting their children’s formative needs. Our study presents important data
and findings relevant to all stakeholders on the Australian educational landscape, as to
what is important to parents when considering the validity of educational practice.

Introduction

Home schooling is the educational practice where parents are fully responsible for their
school-aged child’s academic learning, the selection of curriculum, the sites of learning,
and the timeframes for that learning, without the assistance of formalised schooling.
Harding (2022a) demonstrated that home schooling differs from traditional schooling,
distance education, and Covid-19 state-mandated, remote learning during lockdowns,
because, unlike home schooling, a state or non-state school is responsible for those
pedagogical modes rather than the child’s family.

Research has indicated that home schooling has grown significantly in Australia, in recent
years (Couper & Harding, 2024; English, 2021; Slater et al,, 2022). English (2021)
proposed that the exposure of parents to school-based home learning during Covid-19
lockdown restrictions has contributed to the noticeable increase of families that have
chosen to leave traditional schooling and opt for home schooling. Following on from that
study, which was based on government statistics, this study seeks to extend the work of
English to uncover the motivations of parents to move to home schooling.

Historical background of home schooling in Australia

Home schooling was Australia’s earliest mode of formalised education for children,
commencing as early as 1788, the first year of European colonisation (Harding, 2022b).
During the following two centuries, traditional, formal schooling became Australia’s
dominant educational paradigm. However, in the late twentieth century, ongoing critique
of Western traditional schooling by counter-cultural scholars (Seddon, 1994) sought
educational alternatives, characterised by more humane, social ideals. Concurrent to this
critique, educational reformers (Holt, 1981) began to encourage parents to educate their
children at home as a family-based solution to perceived educational deficiencies. This
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educational reform movement grew in the West, including in Australia (Barratt-Peacock,
1997; Ray, 2025; Van Galen, 1988).

Relevant to this study, the Australian Christian Home Schooling organisation (formerly
known as the Australian Christian Academy), has been a part of Australia’s modern home
schooling movement since 1981. Since then, Australian Christian Home Schooling has
provided educational curriculum and support services to thousands of home schooling
families across Australia and overseas.

Historical perspectives of parental motivations towards home schooling

Researchers have sought to understand the reasons for the growth of the modern home
schooling movement. US researcher, Jane Van Galen (1988) famously categorised home
educators into two groups, as “pedagogues”, highlighting their focus on improved
instructional processes, and as “idealogues”, describing those who were motivated by
religious and philosophical reasons. Mayberry (1988) separated home schoolers into four
categories including those who home schooled for religious reasons, those who sought
better academics for their children, those who were concerned about their children’s social
development and New Age educators, who were secking alternative lifestyles.

Hetzel et al. (2001) summarised the findings of 30 studies of the reasons why parents
chose home schooling. They found that moral/religious reasons, instructional/cutricular
reasons, and social/safety issues were key factors. They defined the factors which drove
parents and their children out of traditional school settings as push factors and the issues
that attracted them into the family home as an educational setting, as pull factors.

Collom and Mitchell (2005) summarised previous home schooling research into four areas
of parental motivators, which were: the need for religious values, dissatisfaction with the
public schools, academic and pedagogical concerns, and the educational value of family
life. Further to this, Collom (2005) identified parent motivations for choosing home
schooling such as: dissatisfaction with public schools, academic and pedagogical concerns,
religious values, and meeting family needs. Redford et al. (2016) reported on parental
concerns about school environments providing ineffective academic instruction,
inappropriate moral instruction, and student safety, whilst expressing concerns about their
children being exposed to drugs and negative peer pressure. Slater et al. (2022) found
reasons that included: a child’s special developmental needs, dissatisfaction with
curriculum and educational standards, and concerns about the social and emotional
wellbeing of children in schools. Valiente et al. (2022) cited national data in the US,
providing the following reasons: concern with the school environment; dissatisfaction
with school instruction; religious motivations; having a special-needs child; a desire for a
non-traditional approach and having a child with physical or mental health problems.
Murphy et al. (2017) summarised the many studies on motivations for choosing home
schooling. Essentially, whilst agreeing that Van Galen’s (1988) pedagogical and ideological
archetypal categories were still relevant, they highlighted that the reasons parents choose
to home school are many, diverse and complex, and that these reasons may change over
time and may overlap each other.
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Method
Materials and procedure

In order to understand why parents were choosing home schooling in Australia, we
distributed a questionnaire electronically to all families registered with the Australian
Christian Home Schooling organisation in 2022. The Wufoo online survey platform was
used to administer and anonymously collect responses to the questionnaire. Only one
distribution was conducted.

The qualitative section of the questionnaire presented open-ended questions including: “If
you have another reason for homeschooling your child(ren) or would like to clarify your reasons please tell
us abont if’, in an open comments section. Demographic and schooling information was
also collected.

Participants

A sample of 203 home schooling parents, representing 373 home schooled children, who
were members of Australian Christian Home Schooling (ACHS) provided responses to
the survey. As Australia’s oldest home schooling organisation, ACHS has provided
educational curriculum and support services to tens of thousands of home educated
students, nationwide since 1981. Accessing ACHS as a convenience sample for this
research, does present a limitation to the study because ACHS represents a small
proportion of Australia’s total home school student cohort, thus this study is not
representative of all home educators in Australia. However, accessing ACHS also brings
an advantage in that it is a nation-wide organisation and so the study, unlike regionalised
studies, includes respondents from all states and territories. Further, whilst ACHS is a
Christian-based organisation, and would be attractive to families with a religious
philosophy, it is essentially an inclusive organisation that is blind to any religious or
cultural requirement for enrolment. Thus, neither religion nor culture are attributes that
would either include or exclude participants in this study.

All respondents completed the quantitative section of the survey, and of these, 87
provided additional qualitative responses. The respondents to the qualitative questions
were mothers (# = 68; 78.2%), fathers (# = 18; 20.7%) and a grandparent (» = 1; 1.1%).
They were situated across all Australian states and territories. These qualitative
respondents collectively represented 214 preschool to Grade 12 children with an average
of 2.55 children per family.

We further differentiated between families that had started home schooling prior to
Covid-19 restrictions, and those who started during and after that period. Given that the
Covid-19 restrictions commenced in Australia on 23 March 2020, a cut-off date of 23
March 2020 was used to create two groups, pre-Covid-19 and post-Covid-19, for
comparison.
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Qualitative analysis

Our article provides an analysis of the parents’ qualitative responses to the question
exploring why parents have chosen home schooling. These responses provided a rich
source of data that was subjected to a phenomenographic analysis in order to elicit unique
and nuanced motivations for home schooling. Phenomenography focuses on the
qualitatively different features of a phenomenon under examination, according to Marton
(1993), a pioneer of phenomenography. This approach enabled us to explore in greater
detail than in a quantitative analysis, the different ways in which the respondents were
motivated to choose home schooling. All qualitative experiences expressed in the data
gathering process, no matter how different, nor how frequent, were valued equally. This
inclusive approach enabled even unforeseen views and reasons to emerge from the data
and to contribute to the final results.

Phenomenographic analysis

Marton (1993) noted that the most distinguishing feature of phenomenography is the
relationship between the person and some aspect of the world. This relationship, which is
known as a conception, is the primary feature sought for during a phenomenographic
analysis (Sims, 2024). With respect to this study, the parents as subjects experienced
various phenomena that were motivating factors for their choice of home schooling for
their children. A parent’s conception relevant to this study, would include a reason or
several reasons that motivated their choice to home school their children. An example of
such a conception could be the parent’s concern about the quality of the education that
their child was receiving at school. The conception may be formed from a single
experience or multiple, varied experiences that contribute to the growth of the
conception.

Parent conceptions which were of similar meaning were then allocated to different pools
of similar meaning, which in turn, were reduced to categories of description, during the
data analysis. Thus, the categories of description emerged directly from the data, with each
category providing a distinct reason or motivating factor for the parents’ choice of home
schooling for their children. The final result of this process delivered a number of
emergent categories of description that are logically related to the phenomenon studied.
These categories comprised the outcome space of the phenomenon. Obtaining the
outcome space is the aim of a phenomenographic analysis as it represents a summarised
format of the human experiences of the phenomenon studied.

Results

The 87 qualitative respondents provided various qualitative reasons or clarifications for
why they chose home schooling. The qualitative data indicated a consistency of
motivations for parents choosing home schooling in both the pre-March 2020 and post-
March 2020 cohorts. However, the post-March 2020 cohort demonstrated some distinct
features.
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There were more post-March 2020 qualitative respondents than pre-March 2020
respondents, despite there being many more pre-March 2020 possible respondents.
Interestingly, the post-March 2020 respondents were 68% of total respondents to the
survey, and they accounted for 82.8% of all the respondents to the qualitative open-ended
question. This higher response rate by the parents who commenced home schooling
during and after the Covid period may be because they were new to home schooling and
eager to participate. However, it may also suggest a heightened parental desire to express
dissatisfaction with school-based education during and since the pandemic restrictions

period.

The data set was collapsed across pre and post status to analyse the reasons to home
educate. Many of these respondents gave several key statements in their responses, which
expressed multiple reasons for their educational choice. These key statements were
analysed and allocated into groups of similar meaning. This process delivered 74 groups or
pools of similar meanings. For example, key statements relating to parents wanting their
children’s education to align with their own values were allocated to a specific pool of
meaning. Other statements relating to parental concerns for their children’s safety at
school were allocated to a different pool of meaning. These pools of meaning were then
allocated to 11 broader categories, which in turn, were reduced to six distinct categories of
description, that qualitatively described the reasons why these parents chose home
schooling.

These six categories of description comprise the outcome space of the study. This
outcome space demonstrates six qualitatively distinctly different reasons why parents have
chosen home schooling for their children. These categories are:

Concerns about government policies;

Concerns about the school environment;

Seeing the home as a suitable learning environment;
The role of the parent;

Religious reasons;

Concerns for the child.

NS

Figure 1 provides a graphical representation of this process of analysis.

Whilst each category of description is different from the other five, each is also logically
related to the others in that each pertains to the same phenomenon, that of parent
motivators to make an educational decision. Figure 2 represents the outcome space that
qualitatively demonstrates the categories of reasons why these parents chose home
schooling for their children.

The categories of description are not represented in a hierarchical format, nor are they
presented to emphasise degrees of merit. Rather, they represent distinct qualitative reasons
for the responding parents’ choices of home education.
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Figure 1: Graphical summary of the process of moving
from the raw data to the outcome space
Government School Home Parent Role Religious Concerns
Policies Environment Environment Reasons for the Child

Figure 2: The outcome space of this study

Dimensions of variation within the outcome space

Parents' concerns about government policies and around their children’s negative
experiences within their school environment delivered reasons for them to remove their
children from attending schools. In alignment with Hetzel et al. (2001) these reasons
could be defined metaphorically as “push factors", given that the conditions experienced
were deemed to be unacceptable and thus pushed children and their parents out of their
schools and the schooling system. On the other hand, parents viewed phenomena such as
the home being a suitable environment for education; their role as parents in engaging
with their children’s education and development; the importance of the family’s religious
beliefs; and concerns for their children’s special needs and their wellbeing as “pull factors”
motivating them to remove their children out of their schools and into home schooling.
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The features of push and pull factors are dimensions of variation within the outcome
space that have also emerged from the data, that give a further layer of description within
the outcome space. The push factors affecting parent choice of home schooling range
across the categories of Government Policies and the School Environment. The pull factors
affecting parent choice apply to the categories of Home Environment, Parent Role, Religions
Reasons and Concerns for the Child. Figure 3 presents the outcome space illustrating the
dimensions of variation of push factors and pull factors within the outcome space.

Government School Home Parent Role Religious Concerns
Policies Environment Environment Reasons for the
Child
Push Factors Pull Factors
< > <+ —] — —>

Figure 3: The outcome space indicating dimensions of variation - the push and pull
factors

Categories of description: An overview

The six categories of description describe the qualitatively different ways in which home
schooling parents view their reasons for choosing to home school their children. These
categories of description are briefly described below. Key parental statements are cited to
illustrate the reasons parents gave for their educational choice.

Category 1: Concerns about government policies

Responding parents stated their concerns about specific government policies, provoked or
pushed them and their children to leave traditional schooling and, to choose home
schooling. These concerns were focused on two issues: firstly, the philosophical or
ideological positions favoured by governments, which were often deemed to be contrary
to the respondent parent’s beliefs and values, and secondly, they expressed concerns
about government policies around Covid-19 requirements.

1.1 Philosophical and ideological concerns

Parental concerns about unwelcome ideologies which have been adopted into government
policies featured in this category. Their concerns were over the imposition of so-called
“progressive” or “woke” policies, and an anti-Christian culture in their children’s school-
based educational experience. In particular, parents expressed their concerns about
progressive ideologies including policies around sexuality and gender issues that they
perceived to be extant in schools.
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Parents explicitly stated that, whilst at school, their children had been exposed to
ideologies with which they did not agree, such as: “Radical gender theory, critical race
theory, leftist-woke political agenda” and “The hidden agenda of Safe Schools”, a
government program focused on diversity, equity and inclusion education for students in
schools. Parents expressed concern with such philosophies as “The inappropriate
indoctrination of our government towards our children”. As a result, respondents had lost
confidence in their governments’ ability to present acceptable educational content to their
children, making statements such as “I don’t trust the government” and ‘“Zero trust in
government education.”

Respondents expressed their views of perceived government disregard for parents’
overriding responsibility for their children’s education with statements such as the “Rights
of parents are almost non-existent.” One parent stated that the government was “trying to
groom them (children) behind all parents’ backs.”. Another remarked that such discordant
policies in their children’s school left them “with no choice” but to home school their
children. This aspect of the Government Policies category highlights parental concerns with a
perceived unacceptable intrusion by governments into shaping their children’s beliefs and
values, whilst at school. These parents viewed that including such perceived unacceptable
ideologies to be outside the state’s mandate of providing education for children.

1.2 Concerns about Covid-19 requirements

Government-mandated Covid-19 requirements were also motivating push factors for
parents who chose to home school their children. Parents cited, “mask-wearing all day” in
school, and the possibility of their child being required to be vaccinated as major
concerns. Parents also believed that the Covid-19 forced absences from school had
negatively impacted their children’s learning, with responses such as “disruptions were
quite damaging to learning”, and “My oldest child was not getting the education he
needed to advance him and was not able to attend school during Covid.” Another stated
that Covid restrictions created anxiety in the child and that commencing home schooling
was one way to relieve that anxiety.

On the positive side of the Covid-19 restrictions, some parents stated that experiencing
lockdowns led them to commence home schooling. They indicated that with the
mandated school-based, learning-at-home policies, their children had discovered that they
liked learning at home. These parents found that once they commenced formal home
schooling, their children could continue with their studies at home, consistently, and
without falling behind in their learning due to school lockdowns. One respondent stated,
“The government mandates were the main concern but seeing how our kids flourished
with our interaction during lockdown showed us that 1:1 schooling worked better for our
kids. They are thriving using the ACHS program.”

Category 2: Concerns about the school environment
Many parents expressed concerns about their children’s unsatisfactory or negative

experiences while attending their schools. These push factors included dissatisfaction with
the schools’ inability to meet their child’s needs; the poor quality of the education that
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their children were receiving; the school’s physical environment including classroom sizes;
the unacceptable behaviours by teachers and fellow students whereby their children had
incurred traumatic experiences at school.

2.1 Meeting the child’s needs

Parents’ perceptions of the failure of schools to meet their children’s needs were
frequently mentioned as part of the category of Schoo/ Environment. Several parents made
general comments such as “The cookie-cutter approach to education doesn’t meet the
needs of children today.” and “We found the school system has failed our family.”

Others stated that their children’s schools did not meet their individual, specific needs.
These included the needs of highly gifted children; children with special needs such as
autistic spectrum disorder and dyslexia; and children with psychological problems due to
trauma experienced in school. One parent described their concern in this way, “My
children have dyslexia, which could not be addressed at school. By the end of his first
year, my bright, delightful, intelligent child felt that he was stupid and wanted to die.” The
many and various specific needs of individual children galvanised parent motivators to
choose an alternative pedagogy such as home schooling.

2.2 Quality of education

The quality of their children’s schools’ educational standards was another push factor
when it came to parents choosing to home school. The Covid-19 lockdowns required
school children to participate in an enforced, school-based, learning-at-home program.
This provided parents with an opportunity to observe their children’s level of academic
learning. Parents discovered that “There were gaps in their learning.”’; “schools cannot
guarantee that a child is taught”; “Going through the New South Wales lockdowns
opened our eyes to see how differently our children learn and school was holding them
back in areas.”; “My young children were in Grade two and could not read or write and
were pushed up each year.” One parent summarised his disappointment in the quality of
his children’s education this way: “I have discovered how much my kids had NOT learnt
at school ... I feel I have paid for VERY expensive babysitting these past many years, and
how much of a waste of time and money it actually has been!”

Other parents considered the pedagogies of traditional schooling to be outdated,
industrialised, mechanised, and unsuited to the soul-life or spiritual development of
children. Others stated that governments were wanting school children to fit into their
state’s predetermined mould. Quality academic learning was a high priority for these
respondents.

2.3 The physical environment

Parents referred to dysfunction and violence in their children’s classrooms, in the presence
of teachers who were unable to control disruptive students. One parent recounted their
daughter’s traumatic experience in class: “She also witnessed boys fighting, punching,
throwing chairs at times, smashing windows, absolute rebellion to teachers and the
teachers could do nothing due to the red tape and laws”. Another stated: “Dysfunctional
classrooms due to lack of discipline ... make home-schooling almost the only option.”
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Some parents referred to their children disengaging from learning following clashes with
teachers or bullying by teachers. One parent stated that her “daughter became unwell in
the education system and now suffers trauma that we are unravelling”.

Parents reported that their children’s school environment provided additional push factors
such as: overcrowded classes rendering unsatisfactory teaching and learning experiences,
student boredom in class, student anxiety, stressful environments at school, wasting time,
and students experiencing various traumatic incidents whilst at school.

Category 3: Strengths of the home environment

In contrast to the parents’ concerns with their children’s schools’ environments, these
parents believed that their homes provided an environment more conducive to learning
than that of the school environment. Parents commented on the academic benefits of the
one-on-one teaching and learning process at home; that their children’s curriculum was
more flexible and thus more adjustable to meet their individual needs; that home
schooling provided families with a far more flexible approach to the use of time during
the day and that home schooling enabled them to implement learning timeframes beyond
the idea of school days, terms and semesters. The attraction of the family home as an
appropriate site for formal learning was a pull factor that motivated parents to draw their
children into the family-based learning context.

3.1 A good environment for learning

A number of respondents reported that their homes provided a better learning
environment than their children’s schools, stating that the family home: “provides a
healthier and more natural educational setting”; “Provide[s] flexible and non-stressful
environments and provide[s|] open-ended learning which promotes ongoing creative
learning”; “We decided we needed ... an environment of love and support the way God
had designed.” One parent reported on their child’s academic improvement resulting from
the changed learning environment: “Being able to learn from someone who cares and
understands what they need has made a big difference to my child’s learning.”

3.2 Good for academics

Many parents stated that their children’s learning had improved significantly since
commencing the new pedagogy. Home schooling had enabled them to provide
individualised, “one-on-one” tuition for each of their children and thus to focus on their
children’s individual learning needs. Respondents included statements such as “our kids
flourished with our interaction”; “I have seen great advances in my children’s education in
the last 6 months of home-schooling”; “My kids are thriving in their education, moving at
their own rate and extending when they can.”’; “The children are not only learning but
learning how to learn!”; “They are thriving using the ACHS program.”; “My child is
confident and willing to get ahead daily with studies.”; “Our children are doing better
emotionally, mentally and academically.”. Others stated that their children simply
preferred learning at home rather than at school.
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3.3 Curriculum choice

Parents stated that home schooling provided them with the flexibility to choose the
curriculum and the mode of study for their children. Preferred curriculum selection was a
key motivator for their choosing home schooling. Several cited reasons for their
satisfaction with the ACHS academic program: “The ACHS curriculum is fabulous, it’s to
the point, no time wasting, everything matters. And it’s a genuine Christian education, it’s
wonderful. We are able to educate the children without them being indoctrinated with
geopolitical ideology.”; “I have seen great advances in my children's education in the last 6
months of home-schooling. My younger children are reading. I love the ACHS system
thank God for this amazing home-schooling system.”

Parents also wanted to ensure that their children were actually learning what they were
being taught. One parent appreciated “having more control over what our child is taught,
as schools cannot guarantee that a child is taught what they want [them] to learn.”
Another parent expressed appreciation for now having the flexibility to focus on the
children’s physical and spiritual growth in addition to academics. “I also like the flexibility
so I can dedicate a day for physical and spiritual growth and work with me. To train them
in the ministry of uplifting and training children. Which (sz) God has called me and my
kids to do.”

3.4 Flexible nse of time

Parents emphasised appreciation of home schooling’s flexibility of time frames as a key
motivator and advantage. This flexibility enabled a successful merging of the children’s
learning schedule with the family dynamics or elite extracurricular activities such as
sporting or artistic performance commitments. Children were not locked into formal
school timetables for their learning. Parents also viewed home schooling as reducing what
they considered to be the wasting of time in schools and in particular, parents wanted the
flexibility to use the appropriate amount of time, that suited their child’s ability to learn,
seeking “The option to learn at the child’s own pace.”

Category 4: The role of the parent

These parents saw that their role as parents included being directly responsible for their
children’s education. For them, this role embraced the active responsibility as
teacher/educator which gave the impetus for them to home school their children. Parents
noted that taking on this full-time responsibility brought with it advantages such as
improving their relationships with their children and that it was less expensive than
traditional educational modes. Some parents had previously observed experienced home
schooling families and, being impressed with what they observed, resolved to make the
home education of their own children part of their parental roles.

4.1 Engaged educating

One parent summarised this parental responsibility in the following way: “God gave the
children to the parents and holds them responsible for the education of the children he
has entrusted to them.” Parents stated that not only did they want to know what their
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children were learning, they also wanted to “be a part of their learning”; “to get to spend
more time with them”, and to instruct them in their values and worldview.

4.2 Improved relationships

Parents observed that family relationships had improved as an outcome of home
schooling and that the strengthening of the bond between parents and their children was a
very important outcome that had validated their choice to home school. They stated that
when the children were at school, parents missed a lot of what was happening in their
children’s lives and that home schooling had enabled family members to share in each
other’s lives. One parent “noticed a big change in re-getting to know [theit] children"
since home schooling. Another stated, “The most important aspect of our family
choosing to homeschool [was]: being able to deeply connect with our children by
spending our lives together instead of being separate for the majority of the day”. One
parent cited a major change in their teen-aged son’s social attitude to family gatherings in
that after the switch to home schooling, he had become more connected to the family and
was now happy to go out to family social events, rather than remaining at home, as was
his practice prior to home schooling.

4.3 Affordable and accessible private education

Home schooling also provided families with the option of a private education at an
affordable cost. Parents made the following comments, “We needed a Christian education
we could afford”; “When my husband lost his job due to the vaccine mandates, we could
no longer afford the [school| fees. Homeschooling was our only other option. We are very
happy with our decision”. Others, living in isolated communities, saw home schooling as
providing access to alternative educational options. Thus, home schooling provided a
viable, accessible educational solution for families with financial and distance challenges.

4.4 Homse schooling exemplars

Some respondents initially observed other home schooling families and were sufficiently
impressed with the academic benefits and family dynamics in those families, that they
decided to home school their own children. One respondent saw the benefits of home
schooling even before having children and determined to home school their children
when they became parents. “We witnessed the many benefits in other families before we
even had our own family and knew this was right for our family.” Another respondent
was similarly inspired by interacting with home schoolers, “I have been among many
[home schooled] students of many ages, [primary| school and high-school level. It has
been an eye opening experience and was hoping to do this in my family.”

Category 5: Religious reasons

Many parents cited the importance of aligning their religious faith with their children’s
education, as a primary motivator for choosing home schooling. Key religious motivations
for choosing home schooling included their relationship with God, which for them
required a Christian education for their children, alignhed with their family’s beliefs. They
viewed their children’s education to be a spiritual exercise which included their Christian
beliefs and values in addition to academic learning, and thus chose home schooling.
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5.1 Relationship with God

Respondents stated that they believed that God had called them to home educate their
children. They had discerned this call either by their sense of their relationship with God
or by what the Biblical scriptures stated about raising children. These parents described
the choice to home school in the following ways: “I believe the Lord called me to
homeschool”; “Obedience to God which is following the direction of the Lord.”; “We are
following the Lord and his instructions for our family”. Thus, for many families, their
educational choice was motivated by their relationship with God, their response to
Biblical texts, or his call on their lives.

5.2 Education as a spiritual exercise

These parents clearly viewed education as a spiritual exercise indicating that their
children’s education was to be integrated with Christian beliefs. Parents stated that
teaching their children from a Christian worldview was important, thus they “needed a
Christian program”; “to make sure the kids are grounded in the Word of God and
following the Word of God”.

In viewing their children’s education as a spiritual exercise, rather than just an academic
activity, several mentioned that their children are spiritual beings with a soul that needed
nurturing as much as their intellect. These beliefs led these parents to feel compelled to
include spiritual nurture as part of their children’s education.

5.3 Teaching Christian values

Given their views that education was a spiritual exercise, it is not surprising that many
respondents demonstrated a strong belief in the importance of imparting Christian moral
values during their children’s education. “We also believe that when Godly values,
character and faith are built at home, ... then our child can be strong and of integrity as he
grows up.” Parents juxtaposed the need for positive moral values with a sense of declining
moral values in traditional schooling. One parent expressed strong criticism of the values
contrary to Christian morality in the secular education system: “The education system is
morally bankrupt and destroying Christian values.” These responding parents clearly
demonstrated that the motivating factor in their educational choices involved a desire to
provide a distinctly Christian education that embodied Christian beliefs and values.

Category 6: Concerns about the child

Parent motivations for choosing to home school also focused on their various concerns
for their children’s specific needs. These concerns ranged from the general position of
what was in their child’s best interests, to their child’s social development, personal safety
and the child’s individual, specific needs.

6.1 The child’s best interests

Some parents gave generalised statements indicating that home schooling offered “the
best” educational choice for their children. Others referred specifically to their children’s
best interests and personal needs including building strong character and integrity in their
development; becoming “more peaceful” following traumatic experiences at school; doing
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better emotionally and with less sickness; becoming more confident; and more positive;
and developing better attitudes to the family.

6.2 Socialisation

Parents were very concerned about their children’s social development. They viewed
home schooling as a way to shelter their children from damaging social aspects
experienced in their children’s schooling. Of particular note, parents were concerned
about the negative influence that student peers had on their children. They cited: “Too
much peer pressure at school”; “Getting involved in some questionable behaviour
through some kids”; “her ‘friends’ weren’t making good choices, and she was being
bullied for standing up for what was right!”; at “the private Christian schools they were
attending, the secular thinking is creeping in not with the curriculum but also the other
students.”. One parent stated, “My child had bad experiences with nasty kids excluding
and isolating her which made her hate school. She now enjoys good socialisation in a
good safe environment where she is much more peaceful now. ... she gets plenty of good
socialisation now.”

6.3 Child safety

Some parents were concerned that their children were not safe whilst at school. Bullying
featured strongly among these responses. Parents gave examples of where their children’s
experiences of bullying had caused mental health issues such as anxiety and depression in
their children; reduced self-confidence; their children to hate school; and children to
refuse to attend school. Such experiences had excluded children from social connections
at school; and in some instances, had induced suicidal ideation in their child.

One parent stated that they were ignorant of their child being chronically bullied at school
until the child was put on suicide watch.

We experienced major failures with our eldest two children. One was chronically bullied,

to the point where they needed to be placed on suicide watch. Due to the chronic nature,
it was clear that the school knew about it. As patents, we had no idea until suicide watch

was implemented.

Other parents stated that their children had also experienced bullying by school staff: “and
during the pandemic, stressed teachers also did the bullying as well.”; “Teacher bullying
my son about his special needs.”

Concerns for the safety of their children at school was a prominent pull factor as parents
removed their children from toxic settings to protect them from perceived existential
threats to their wellbeing.

6.4 Unmet special needs

Respondent parents with children that have special learning, psychological and physical
needs chose home schooling in order to accommodate those needs. They believed that
those needs were not being met in traditional schooling. One parent’s statement
summarised this common assertion: “Our local school was not meeting his needs”. These
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special needs included diagnosed conditions such as: autistic spectrum disorder, sensory
processing disorder, dyslexia, and chronic anxiety. Respondents also mentioned having
children with special physical needs, learning difficulties and learning deficits which were
not being addressed in their children’s schools. One parent also indicated that the school
could not cater for the needs of highly gifted and exceptional children.

In each instance parents stated that whilst traditional schooling did not meet the needs of
these children, home schooling has provided ways to meet their individual needs. One
parent said that home schooling had been the key “to relieve the stress of difficulties in
the mornings with a child who wasn't coping at school.” Another patent of a boy with
“unique behavioural issues due to trauma prior to adoption” stated that his schooling
experience was unable to meet his needs, and that home schooling had helped to stabilise
the child: “He had been regressing and it took several intense months to get him on
track.”

Following Covid lockdowns, many parents stated that their children were unable to return
to school for various reasons and home schooling has provided a viable educational
solution.

Discussion
Describing the outcome space - push and pull factors

Of the six categories of description in the outcome space, the two categories of Government
Policies and  School Environment trepresent parent objections to perceived unacceptable
Government policies and unsatisfactory standards and behaviours in schools. The
conditions expressed in these two categories of reasons have driven these families away
from participation in traditional schooling and are defined as push factors in this study.

Conversely, the remaining four categories of description of Home Environment, Parent Role,
Religious Reasons, and Concerns for the Child represent the attractiveness of the positive
educational features of family life. These family-based features provided strong impetus as
pull factors for parents who have chosen to bring their children into the family’s home
and its surrounding educational and social contexts, for their formal education.

Whilst the push factors may have presented a-posteriori motivational factors for choosing
home schooling, pull factors may have been awakened posteriorly from school
experiences or they may have been a-priori parental beliefs about the educational values of
the family context from the start of a family’s educational journey, with no previous
schooling experience.

The use of push and pull factors as descriptors of parent motivations highlight a sense of
necessity or compulsion for these parents to choose the home-based educational option
for their children. This sense of compulsion was expressed by one parent who stated, “It
was like I had no other choice.”
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Institutional vs familial factors

Analysis of the data indicated that the push and pull factors demonstrated a contextual
juxtaposition between extra-familial institutions and the institution of the family. The push
factors emerged from children’s and parents’ experiences with formal institutions external
to the family, such as governments and schools, whereas the pull factors were centred
around the informal institutional contexts of the home schooling family.

Given this analysis, the push and pull factors may be further categorised into a
juxtaposition of institutions external to the family, with the institution of the family itself.
This is not to imply that the functions of public institutions are contrary to the interests of
the nuclear family. Public institutions are intended to deliver public services conducive to
the needs of citizens. Rather, the data indicate that when public institutions conflict with
the interests of parents in the raising of their children, home schooling parents have
reverted to their family’s sphere of influence, rather than to the public sphere of influence.
This reversion from the public institutional sphere of influence to that of the family’s
more personalised, humane sphere of influence aligns with the doctrine of subsidiarity
(Goodall, 2021; Zimmerman, 2019), a basic principle of social order, which states that the
functions that can be achieved at a lower level of the social hierarchy, such as the family,
need not be appropriated by an authority that is higher on the social hierarchy, such as a
school endorsed by a state or territorial government.

Who decides educational philosophy?

Given that respondents have cited that their perceived philosophical concerns about
issues such as progressive ideologies, health policies and anti-religious values have
alienated them from traditional schooling, it raises a suite of questions such as: who it is
that introduces particular, ancillary, ideological philosophies into government educational
policies and on what basis are those ancillary philosophies chosen? Is there a democratic
mechanism that governs the process of selecting a philosophical, theoretical framework
for schools or is it imposed upon the Australian curriculum by advocates of current,
politically preferred philosophical polemics? Should there be limits to the preferenced
philosophical impositions upon Australia’s schools’ policies and syllabuses? Given that
philosophical and values-based issues were significant push factors motivating parents to
remove their children from traditional schooling, these questions demonstrate the need
for further research into the selection and inclusion of specific philosophical ideologies
that feature in Australia’s school-based educational landscape.

Clearly this study demonstrates that for a significant cohort of parents there is a limit to
the perceived government prescription of unwanted ideologies upon curriculum and
educational policy. Where that limit is exceeded, home schooling parents are prepared to
forgo school-based education and all its government-provided resources, in favour of
choosing a home-based, self-resourced approach for their own children’s education.
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Difference between pre and post-March 2020 respondents

The post-March 2020 respondent cohort cited many more push factor reasons than the
pre-March 2020 group. These respondents felt that government ideologies and policies
antithetical to their beliefs and values, in addition to unacceptable incidents in their
children’s schools were forcing their decision to home educate. Because the federal, state
and territorial governments are responsible for the philosophical positions and the
educational standards of schools, it seems to these parents that governments are indirectly
forcing the children of taxpayers, who hold differing philosophical views to current
politically preferred philosophies, out of the schools that they support via their taxes.

Religious reasons motivated both the pre-Covid and post-Covid cohorts of parents to
choose to home school their children. This is to be expected given that ACHS is a
Christian-based support institution. However, it is significant that those who enrolled
during and after the pandemic restrictions period placed a greater emphasis on ideologies
contrary to family religious views as push factor motivations for choosing home
schooling.

Discussions of the categories of description
Government policies

Federal, state and territorial governments control schooling across Australia. They set the
educational agendas for both government schools and non-government schools. This
structure may allow for the dangers of the politicisation of education in Australia, where a
political agenda or politically favoured ideology, may be included in the Australian
curriculum. Respondents have stated their objections to their perceptions that such
unwanted ideologies have been present in the academic domains of their children’s
schooling. Our study has highlighted that when some parents believe that such ideologies
are being imposed by governments, on schools and their curricula, they may opt out of
traditional schooling in favour of home schooling.

School environment

Similarly, when children experience inappropriate and traumatic incidents in schools,
some concerned parents are saying that they believe that they “have no choice” within the
system, but to remove their children from traditional schooling. Thus, for the sake of the
wellbeing of their children, these families are being forced out of their children’s school
systems and into home schooling,.

Whilst these parents often cited negative experiences related to schooling, it is important
to note that their experiences and perceptions relate to specific students and specific
schools. This study was not designed as a critique of schooling; however, it does highlight
that when things go wrong in schools, some parents and their children leave the schooling
system. The findings from this study should inform schools, educational bureaucrats and
federal, state and territorial governments of factors that may provoke parents to leave the
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traditional schooling system. Given the growing trend of children migrating from various
school environments, into the growing home schooling movement, it is imperative that
more research be focused on exploring and possibly ameliorating the perceived push
factors in Australian schooling that are contributing to this growing trend on the nation’s
educational landscape.

Home environment

These parents have rejected the conventional social norm of sending their children to the
schooling systems which have been constructed, maintained and monitored by the state.
Rather, they have chosen their homes, which are familially-constructed contexts and
environments that are aligned to their family’s philosophies, values, social norms and
children’s needs, rather than governmentally-constructed contexts and environments. As
such, their home environments are fashioned and organised to be conducive to the
education of their own children.

Given that a growing number of families are turning to their home environments for their
children’s education, research into what are the elements of the family home that are
conducive to facilitate the formal academic education of children is warranted. Such
research would be of great value to assist with understanding the reconceptualisation of
the family home and its broader context as a suitable, full-time, formal pedagogical site.

Parent roles

Home schooling parents have included the formal education of their children as part of
their parental responsibilities. They have embraced the concept of subsidiarity for their
children’s education, invoking the belief that what can be effectively achieved at the level
of family relationships, the home and its locality, need not be delegated to a higher level of
society, i.e. the Minister for education and the extant schooling system.

Religious reasons

These parents have maintained the view that the education of a child is a spiritual exercise.
They view that a secular education is devoid of the numinous and the transcendental, and
so depletes the child’s educational experience from a holistic perspective. The integration
of religious belief and practices into their children’s education is critical to these parents.
This solemnly held parental requirement, in tandem with the perceived absence of and
aggression toward religious belief in traditional secular schooling, has provided parents
with a compelling reason to pull their children out of Australia’s state and territory
education systems and to provide the required spiritual components of their child’s
education in conjunction with their academic component.
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Children’s needs

A focal point of parenting is meeting the needs of their children. These parents have
featured their children’s educational needs, health needs, social development and personal
safety and wellbeing as key factors that have motivated their educational choices.

Conclusion

This study provides valuable information not only for home educators, but it also informs
the Australian school-based educational landscape and the broader community about the
vital balance between public educational policy and practice, and parent educational
preferences grounded in the institution of the family. This is in agreement with the
quantitative findings of Couper and Harding (2024) who evidenced the marked growth of
home schooling in Australia across recent years, powered by parental frustration at the
health and wellbeing needs of their children and the concerns around parental choice. For
these families, the choice to home educate has arisen from a necessity to respond to the
push factors extant within the extra-familial institutions of governments and schools and
to embrace the pull factors experienced in the institution of the family.

When considering government ideologies and school environments it is important to
these parents that the state should not impinge upon human rights, which include the
right to parental educational choice, to freedom of thought and religion, and to health
decisions. When preferring their children’s optimal home-based learning environment,
these parents envisage high quality education to be free of unwelcome, intrusive ideologies
incongruous to their families’ worldviews, and to provide a positive, nurturing context for
their children’s personal formation, safety and wellbeing. They require their children’s
education to meet their individual needs, not as an extraneous luxury, but as a critical
factor when choosing their children’s educational mode.

This study does not present an anti-schooling position. However, it does highlight that
some Australian parents, upon encountering what they perceive as unacceptable
philosophies, behaviours, and conditions extant in some schools, feel compelled to find
alternative educational solutions as they execute their own vision of their duty of care. The
parents in this study have found the family home and home schooling to be their
acceptable educational solution for their children.

References

Barratt-Peacock, J. (1997). The why and how of Australian home education. PhD thesis, La
Trobe University, Australia. https://home-ed.vic.edu.au/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03 /Why-and-How-of-Aust-home-ed.pdf

Collom, E. (2005). The ins and outs of homeschooling: The determinants of parental
motivations and student achievement. Education and Urban Society, 37(3), 307-335.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124504274190



630 Reasons why Australian parents choose home schooling for their children: A qualitative investigation

Collom, E. & Mitchell, D. (2005). Home schooling as a social movement: Identifying the
determinants of homeschoolers’ perceptions. Sociological Spectrum, 25, 273-305.
https://doi.org/10.1080/027321790518807

Couper, R. & Harding, T. (2024). Reasons why parents home school in Australia: A
national survey and a review of 2018-2022 registrations. Issues in Educational Research,
34(3), 906-927. http:/ /www.iiet.org.au/iier34/coupet.pdf

English, R. (2021). Getting a risk-free trial during COVID: Accidental and deliberate
home educators, responsibilisation and the growing population of children being
educated outside of school. Journal of Pedagogy, 12(1), 77-98.
https://doi.org/10.2478 /jped-2021-0004

Goodall, J. (2021). Scaffolding homework for mastery: Engaging parents. Educational
Review, 73(6), 669-689. https://doi.otg/10.1080/00131911.2019.1695106

Harding, T. (2022a). Home sweet home: Clarifying the differences between home
schooling, distance education and learning-at-home during COVID-19 lockdowns.
Academica, 3, 68-75. https:/ /assets.acc.edu.au/files /journals/academica/ CEM-
Academica-Vol-3-Digital. pdfH#page=36

Harding, T. (2022b). An introduction to home schooling. Academica, 3, 76-88.
https://www.academia.edu/103860270/

Hetzel, J., Long, M. & Jackson, M. (2001). Factors that influence parents to homeschool
in Southern California. Home School Researcher, 14(4), 1-11. https://nheri.otg/home-
school-researcher-factors-that-influence-parents-to-homeschool-in-southern-
california/

Holt, J. (1981). Teach your own: A hopeful path for education. Delacorte Press.

Marton, F. (1993). Ference Marton on qualitative research and phenomenography. In
Qualitative research: Phenomenography: Theory and applications. Queensland University of
Technology. https://mediahub.qut.edu.au/media/t/0_mt3xojy6

Mayberry, M. (1988). Why homeschooling? A profile of four categories of homeschoolers.
Homse School Researcher, 4(3), 7-14.

Murphy, J., Gaither, M. & Gleim, C. E. (2017). The calculus of departure: Parent
motivations for homeschooling. In M. Gaither (Ed.), The Wiley handbook of home
edncation. Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118926895.ch4

Ray, B. D. (2025). Homeschooling: The research: Fast facts on homeschooling. National Home
Education Research Institute. https://nheti.org/research-facts-on-homeschooling

Redford, J., Battle, D. & Bielick, S. (2016). Homse schooling in the United States: 2012. National
Center for Educational Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of
Education. https://etic.ed.gov/?1d=ED569947

Seddon, T. (1994). Reconstructing social democratic education in Australia: Versions of
vocationalism. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 26(1), 63-82.
https://doi.org/10.1080,/0022027940260104

Slater, E. V., Burton, K. & McKillop, D. (2022). Reasons for home educating in Australia:
Who and why? Educational Review, 74(2), 263-280.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2020.1728232

Sims, D. A. (2024). Introducing the research design of phenomenography. Medical Science
Educator, 34, 1167-1174. https:/ /doi.org/10.1007 /s40670-024-02082-0



Harding & Couper 631

Valiente, C., Spinrad, T. L., Ray, B. D. & Eisenberg, N. (2022). Homeschooling: What do
we know and what do we need to learn? Child Development Perspectives, 16, 48-53.
https://doi.otg/10.1111/cdep.12441

Van Galen, J. A. (1988). Ideology, curriculum, and pedagogy in home education. Education
and Urban Society, 21(1), 52-68.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0013124588021001006

Zimmermann, A. (2019). Subsidiarity and a free society: The subsidiary role of the state in
Catholic social teaching. Solidarity: The Journal of Catholic Social Thonght and Secular Ethics,
8(2), atticle 3. https://researchonline.nd.edu.au/solidarity/vol8/iss2/3/

Dr Terry Harding received his PhD from Queensland University of Technology,
researching home schooling and parental roles. He is the head of Australian Christian
Home Schooling, a division of Christian Education Ministries (1642 Anzac Ave, North
Lakes Qld 4558, Australia). Dr Harding is a contributor to both and state and national
education policy, with interests including home schooling pedagogies, distance education
and explicit direct instruction.

ORCID: https://otcid.org/0009-0006-9295-497X

Email: terryharding@achs.edu.au

Mrs Rebekah Couper graduated from Griffith University and the University of the
Sunshine Coast and teaches in the discipline of Psychology. She has worked in
psychology related industries for over 20 years, including organisational psychology,
training and education, research, pastoral care, and community services. She is currently
pursuing a Doctor of Philosophy.

ORCID: https://otcid.org/0009-0002-1972-2946

Email: rebekahcouper@icloud.com

Please cite as: Harding, T. & Couper, R. (2025). Reasons why Australian parents choose
home schooling for their children: A qualitative investigation. Issues in Educational Research,
35(2), 611-631. http:/ /www.iier.org.au/iiet35/harding.pdf




