
                                  Chapter 1.
Introduction

1.1 Background
The background to this study lies in the issue of what parents do when they
perceive that school facilities and approaches do not meet the needs and wishes of
themselves or their children. Contact was made with a group of parents living in
London who have opted out of school to educate their children from home within
the home-based education community, to explore why they chose not to send their
children to school, and how their views and approaches to educating their children
differed from the school education available in their area of London.
After initial contact was made to find out about the group in general, an
exploratory questionnaire revealed that the group shared a relatively homogenous
approach to education which was more integrated with the regular activities of
daily life and less structured than traditional classroom schooling based on the
national curriculum.
The responses to the questionnaire promoted interest in the home-based learning
and education the group engaged in, how they described their brand of home
education, consider how it might work theoretically and look at how it was used
by the home educating families in the Hornsey group.

1.2 Aim and objectives
The aim of this study is to explore home-based learning within a club formed by
parents who educate their children at home, and to examine the conditions and
nature of the pedagogical processes involved. The objectives of this study are to:

a) Review selected literature on theories of learning and child development
relevant to how family-based learning might work in the Hornsey Club’s home
education context.

b) Examine the relationships, processes and values associated with learning in the
Hornsey Club context in contrast to classroom learning based on the national
curriculum. Research into home education will be reviewed to establish the
significance and relevance of the wider home education movement for the club.

c) Describe the learning approaches used by the Hornsey Club based on a small-
scale case study.

1.3 Methodology
A multiple methods design is used in this study. Firstly, there was a need to find
out what general approaches were favoured by families in the Hornsey Club and
this was attempted using a questionnaire. Having discovered a number of common
features in the respondents’ views and approaches to educating their children, a
review of selected relevant literature was made to establish how learning
integrated in daily life could work in theory and how these methods might be
effectively used in practice. Much of the literature on ‘non-formal’ education is
applicable to adults and it was therefore important to establish whether such
approaches could be effectively harnessed and adapted to benefit children so
literature related to child development was also reviewed. The study then focuses



on the learning preferred and practiced in the context of an instrumental case
study of the Hornsey Home Educators’ Club based on multiple sources of
information (Creswell 1997). The information includes researcher-provoked data
obtained from interviews along with attempts to record naturally occurring data
by means of observation (Silverman 2001).

1.3.1 Tools and methods
The literature review
The framework for identifying learning integrated in everyday life in the study is
based on theories of informal learning exploring how elements such as
experience, interaction and dialogue facilitate positive relationships and
environments for fostering learning.

• A review of socially based learning theories aims to summarise
pedagogical approaches relevant to education in the Hornsey Club context.

• Literature concerned with child development will be incorporated to
explore the relevance of socially based learning theories in the context of
children educated within the family and the close community.

• Research into home education will be reviewed to establish whether the
Club reflects any common features of the wider home education
movement.

• Material from the national network Education Otherwise will be included
in an attempt to gauge how relevant and influential the home education
movement is to the Club in general and, specifically, the role the network
plays for the Hornsey Club families.

• British government education policy documents, reports and programmes
are referred to in the study to illustrate where areas of concern and
potential measures for improvement are shared by members of the
Hornsey Home Educators’ Club and education policy-makers. This is to
present areas of concern in a broader context and to reflect the wider
relevance of points made by club members who are part of a small
minority and therefore might be considered to lack legitimacy.

The case study
The Hornsey Club sample
The choice to conduct a case study of the Hornsey Home Educators’ Club within
the Education Otherwise network was based on the wish to anchor the literature
and theories, as well as findings from more extensive studies, in a practical
context (Creswell 1998). The club was considered to reflect some common
features of the wider spectrum of home educating families, for example, in the
high percentage of education professionals (Webb cited in Rothermel 2002) and
the reasons for choosing home education (Rothermel 2002). The range of
pedagogical approaches preferred tended to be more informally integrated with
everyday life than structured and planned in advance (Thomas 1998). The
Hornsey Home Educators’ Club was considered a rich source of material for a
research study. The parents have taken on the dual role and responsibilities of
both parents and educators having actively chosen to opt out of the school-based
education system. They are actively engaged in and have very strong views about
education and learning. They have made a conscious choice to integrate learning
in the everyday life of their families and are active in pursuing and reviewing a
variety of educational ideas, approaches and techniques which they communicate



to each other through the channels of their network. As a relatively small
minority, home educators in general and the club families in particular are
conscious of the need to justify their choices and approaches, which promotes a
self-monitoring attitude. The parents keep records in case they are asked to
present evidence of suitable educational provision to the authorities and these
were consulted to provide a historical overview of activities, development,
evaluation and other types of comment. Some families experienced problems in
attempting to transfer school, curriculum and lesson approaches to a home setting
and discovered new approaches by a process of trial and error. Theoretical
preferences gave way to best practice advice and recommendations being
circulated through contacts and networking channels. The Hornsey Home
Educators’ Club context enabled the otherwise diffuse topic of family-based
learning which does not easily lend itself to quantitative performance evaluation,
to be more readily observed and examined.

This club was also selected for study because the members are part of the long-
established national UK home education self-help network Education Otherwise
(http://www.education-otherwise.org.uk) and therefore operate within a broader
network rather than in isolation. The Hornsey Club has a history of openness and
participates actively in the public debate on home education discussing home
education issues in the British media. The club was found to be:
- accessible and co-operative. One of the families was known personally to the
researcher and introduced the researcher to the group.
- relatively homogenous in terms of degree of social engagement, educational
background of the adults and the educational approaches the families employed.

1.3.2 Data collection
Questionnaire
Contact was made with the Hornsey Club in September 2003 to establish interest
in co-operation and a self-completion questionnaire (Appendix 1) was designed
(Cohen and Manion 1994, p. 92) and subsequently sent out to members of the
Hornsey Home Educators Club. The questionnaire was piloted on the gatekeeper
family and then distributed to the other 9 families in the club at that time. The aim
of the questionnaire was twofold. Section I aimed to establish a group profile
regarding composition of the group, educational background of the parents,
practical arrangements co-ordinating work and childcare, LEA (local education
authority) support if any, how long the families had been home educating and
whether the children had ever been to school or whether the parents  would
consider children attending school in the future. Section II explores general
approaches to organising learning activities, the use of the national curriculum,
inclusion of life skills training, financial constraints on activities, activities outside
the home and ways in which parents update their knowledge and skills. 7 out of
10 families responded in full to the questionnaire, adding comments of relevance
for their own situation. All the information obtained from the questionnaire is
included in this study, along with the additional comments written on the
questionnaire by respondents (Appendix 2). For the purpose of citation the
following coding is used: F 1-7 = family 1-7, m= mother, f = father and b or g =
boy or girl, example F3m = citing the mother in family number 3. Interviews were
conducted with families who had responded to the questionnaire. Observation of



club sessions incorporated combinations of all 10 families, however, and all the
families were involved in general club discussions at different times.

Interviews
The responses to the questionnaire led to further questions which were addressed
in interviews (Appendix 3) conducted separately with parents and children from
the group on the subject of finding information. Notes were taken according to an
interview protocol (Appendix 3). Letter coding along with a system of
abbreviations for recurring features was designed to enable non-intrusive note-
taking during the course of the interview but some participants, especially the
children, found this too constricting and departed from the protocol with
information which was noted and later written up.  It was discovered that the
families responded more fully and willingly in informal interviews based on an
initial open question and this became the predominant interview method for
subsequent contact with the club. Over time the interview technique became less
researcher-intrusive based more on open-ended questions and a conversational
structure (Silverman 2001, p.173) including the researcher with one or two
participants on each occasion. Key responses were noted during the interviews
and more comprehensive notes were written up afterwards. Visits took place in
January and August 2004 with intensive interview contact and participant
observation over periods of one week on each occasion. Supplementary questions,
details and information were exchanged via e-mail.

Observation and diary entries
The study is interpretive and subjective, based on participant observation (Cohen
and Manion 1998, pp.106-107). One week (January 25 to February 1, 2004) was
spent with one of the club’s families consisting of a mother and father with two
boys aged 3 and 8 providing opportunities for participation in routines and
activities, discussion, questions and observation. Diary notes were made each day
on events and incidents and a template was used for observation notes (Appendix
4). A further week of contact took place in August 2004 where one park session
and one indoor club meeting were observed, along with a visit to the Science
Museum. Follow-up informal interviews were conducted with 4 families for the
purpose of updating information and tracing new developments. Notes were taken
using an information update check list and a general observation sheet (Appendix
4).  The researcher developed an increasingly close relationship with the members
of the club over one year of contact having been introduced by the gatekeeper
family as a complete outsider in September 2003. During observations of club
sessions and visits the researcher participated in activities since this proved less
disruptive and allowed for a more spontaneous exchange. It also provided the
researcher with first-hand experience of ways in which club members used
various opportunities for learning. The degree of involvement between the
researcher and participants can have generated mutual influence and the
researcher has tried to maintain awareness and observe caution in this respect.
One observed incident during this study of researcher discourse influence on a
participant is included in a footnote (section 3.5).

E-mail correspondence
During the course of the study between September 2003 and September 2004 the
researcher supplemented the information, views and ideas obtained from the data



collection tools mentioned above, in e-mail correspondence with the families in
the sample. A great deal of the comments received from participants is cited
verbatim in the study while other views and discussions are reported or
paraphrased.

Documents
Articles and letters published in the Education Otherwise Newsletter are quoted or
referred to in the study. The purpose of this is to illustrate that the families in the
sample belong to a wider network of families within which ideas and advice
relevant to the topic of home education approaches were shared and disseminated.
The network represents a major channel for the spread of best practice among
home educating families in the sample and was considered by the parents to be a
very significant forum for learning exchanges among adults. As mentioned above,
government policy documents and reports are also used to lend greater legitimacy
to the views of a small group which might otherwise be considered
unrepresentative in their assessment of state education provision.

1.4 Limitations
The families in the Hornsey Club have a wide range of schools to choose from in
their area and are not prevented from attending school by geographical, cultural,
religious or disability factors. No claims are made that the club or its members are
a representative selection of home educating families in general or that the use of
their education approaches are universal among home educating families. The
literature review was selected with the intention of exploring the feasibility of pre-
and school-aged children and adults participating in and benefiting from a
learning approach outside the classroom. The researcher’s intention was to match
observed home education approaches with theories describing and explaining how
they could work. The author is aware that the efficacy of both home education
(Lubienski, C. in A Critique of Home Schooling) and informal learning
approaches (Gorman, R. in The limits of ‘Informal Learning’: Adult education
research and the individualising of political consciousness) have been widely
questioned. The perspective of this study, however, focuses on how such
pedagogical methods might work with the home education context providing a
bounded system (Creswell, 1997 p. 61) in which otherwise diffuse pedagogical
approaches might be observed and described. Although general comments are
made concerning learning outcomes experienced and reported by the participants,
the focus of this study is on the approaches used and the nature of potential
outcomes. No systematic observation or measurements were performed regarding
the specific learning outcomes achieved by children or adults in the Hornsey
Club. Reference is made, as a point of comparison, to levels of learning
achievement and psychological tests conducted by Paula Rothermel in a
nationwide UK study of 419 home educating families.



Chapter 2.

Literature Review - Informal learning and education

2.1 Definitions of informal learning and education
Informal learning is learning which takes place in everyday life and relationships.
It is learner centred and social. In the context of this study it is learning that takes
place outside the classroom within families. The terms ‘informal learning’ and
‘informal education’ have been criticised as being too inaccurate and misleading
on the basis that learning in apparently ‘non-formal’ or ‘informal’ contexts
outside educational institutions such as the workplace (Billet, 2001) and the
family, is actually differently structured, guided by different norms and values and
subject to different processes and goals but that it is often far from being
unstructured, incidental and ‘informal’. The nature of parenting is naturally
inherently pedagogical with specific age and ability-related goals. The families in
this study have undertaken to provide ‘a suitable education’ (Education Act 1944)
for their school-aged children from home. They have both a purpose and
relatively clear objectives including literacy and numeracy, social skills and
community values. The significant contrast between the approaches to education
these families have and what they perceive as the approaches predominant in the
school environment, is the focus on the ways in which the ongoing process of
learning is approached rather than the planning of specific input and measurement
of preconceived outcomes. They focus on their children as the point of departure
and directing force of what happens and how in the education process. Outcomes
are not timetabled or planned in advance, but however diverse they may be, they
can potentially provide a springboard to an ongoing process of learning. In the
sense that learning is not restricted to any time, place or type of pre-planned
activity it is distinguished in this study as ‘informal’. The literature review sets out
to present some principles, methods and significant factors in such an ‘informal’
educational approach.

In ‘Looking again at non-formal and informal education - towards a
new paradigm’, Rogers (2004) extends the traditional continuum from formal
education through non-formal education to informal learning (see fig. 2.1) to
include the distinction between education and learning

and defines informal learning as “all that incidental learning, unstructured,
unpurposeful but the most extensive and most important part of all the learning
that all of us do everyday of our lives” (ibid.).  He goes on to provide a distinction
between purposeful and assisted learning, informal education, non-formal
education and formal education, “The boundaries between each of these ‘sectors’
are very fuzzy indeed.  But the distinctions are very real.  Learning is the
keystone; it is the original matter out of which all education is created. 
Somewhere along the learning continuum, we come to purposeful and assisted
learning (education in its widest sense).  When we control this and individualise
it, learn what we want for as long as we want and stop when we want, we are
engaging in informal education.  When we step into a pre-existing learning
programme but mould it to our own circumstances, we are engaged in non-formal



education.  When we surrender our autonomy and join a programme and accept its
externally imposed discipline, we are immersed in formal education,” (Rogers,
2003).

Fig. 2.1 Rogers’ learning continuum

non-formal education participatory education informal
 learning

Marsick and Watkins (1991, p. 12) define informal learning among adults at work
as learning which ‘can be deliberately encouraged by an organization or it can
take place despite an environment not highly conducive to learning’. They point
out that informal learning also encompasses incidental learning which occurs all
the time, despite people not being conscious of it, and add that informal learning
is usually intentional but not highly structured (Marsick and Watkins, 1991).
Marsick and Volpe (1999) select the following points as characteristic of informal
learning:

• integrated with daily routines
• triggered by an internal or external jolt
• not highly conscious
• haphazard and influenced by chance
• an inductive process of reflection and action
• linked to learning of others.
(ibid., p. 5)

Informal education
Informal education harnesses the outcomes or benefits of informal and incidental
learning for a wider educational purpose. The process by which the home
education families in this study approach their purpose and objectives is
characterised by elements that are described here as ‘informal’ in contrast to
‘formal’ classroom methods employed in traditional school institutions. It will be
seen, however, that the flexibility of home-based learning allows scope for the use
of more formal elements as appropriate in certain learner-directed contexts.
Generally, however, these home education families tended not to follow a
curriculum or have a regular planned sequence of lessons (see Findings – National
Curriculum and Life Skills). Jeffs and Smith (1996) describe informal education
as ‘working through and driven by conversation, it involves exploring and
enlarging experience and it can take place in any setting’ . They define informal
educators as those who ‘work to create environments for learning’ (ibid., p. 16)
and who work ‘with’ people ‘rather than seeking to act upon them’ (ibid., p. 25).
School teachers, in contrast to informal educators, control content to achieve
specific results through selecting, planning, providing materials, explaining,
instructing and assessing. The task of informal educators is to promote reflection
and encourage action with the aim, not to impart or train specific knowledge or



skills, but rather to encourage people to value and engage with themselves and the
world (Jeffs and Smith, 1996).
Education policy-makers are becoming increasingly aware of the necessity of
expanding education to incorporate a broader concept of self-directed learning.
This is, for example, a central theme of the UNESCO International Commission
on Education report, Learning: the Treasure Within (Delors, 1996) which
describes the kind of education that will be required in the 21st century ‘traditional
responses to the demand for education that are essentially quantitative and
knowledge-based are no longer appropriate. It is not enough to supply each child
early in life with a store of knowledge to be drawn on from then on. Each
individual must be equipped to seize learning opportunities throughout life, to
broaden her or his knowledge, skills and attitudes and to adapt to a changing,
complex and interdependent world’ (ibid., p. 85). In a policy report on education
in Scotland, Bentley urges the need for radical reform of schooling to focus
increasingly on ‘deep’ rather than surface or strategic learning (Entwistle, 1987),
otherwise known as ‘exam-passing skills’, ‘The more we probe the quality of
what learners understand and do, the more we will be inclined to teach less, to
help children understand more, and to share responsibility for the transition’
(Bentley, 1999, in http://www.scottishpolicynet.org.uk/scf/publications/paper 10).
This suggests that self-directed learning approaches are likely to become
increasingly significant in education provision for both children and adults in the
future.

Informal learning theories
Informal learning is part of all cultures and most contexts. It may be part of a
learning culture at the workplace or constitute the ways in which pre-school
children absorb cultural patterns and values and learn to make sense of the world
around them through interaction with their families. Informal learning takes place
throughout life in every arena and at every age.

Theories of informal learning are linked to an extensive number of
related socially based learning, developmental and cognitive theories. Marsick
and Watkins (1991), for example, include the following concepts related to
informal learning among adults:
- distinctions between formal, non-formal and informal learning (Coombs and
Ahmed, 1974; Mocker and Spear, 1982; Jarvis, 1987);
- Bandura’s social learning theory (1977),
- experiential learning (Kolb, 1984),
- self-directed learning (Candy, 1991),
- tacit knowing (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995),
- situated cognition (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and
- communities of learning (Wenger, 1999).
One of the most influential educational theorists of general relevance to informal
learning and education is John Dewey (How We Think, 1933, Education and
Experience, 1938).

2.2 Child development and informal learning



Informal learning in the home provides young children with an understanding of
cultural values and social interaction skills, with language and basic numeracy,
and with cognitive skills and understanding that are relatively highly developed
by the age of seven. The fuelling of this intense period of development is
generally considered to be partly innate and partly the result of external stimuli.
Piaget’s general periods of development, Bandura’s social learning theory and
Vygotsky’s socio-historical theory of cognitive development and concept of the
zone of proximal development along with Chomsky’s theory of language
development, are examples of theories which recognise both innate and external
factors affecting children’s acquisition and development of intellectual and
communicative skills. Accepting that both aspects are important, the significant
element of early learning experience is that it is embedded in and generated by
everyday relationships and experience. After starting school, however, children
are required to learn how to think in a second-order or more abstract way to
acquire literacy and numeracy skills and apply these in studying subsequent
theoretical subjects (Donaldson, 1978; Donaldson, Grieve and Pratt, 1983). In
Dewey’s view, ‘One of the great advances in early school education, in the
kindergatan and early grades, is that it preserves the social and human center of
the organisation of experience, instead of the older violent shift of the center of
gravity’ (Dewey, 1938, p. 83). In the home education context family-based
learning processes persist as the predominant form of education after the age
when most children start school. There is evidence to suggest that the sense of
coherence enhanced by continuing to embed concepts in children’s everyday
experience may be beneficial. Peter Hannon (1993) contrasts learning at home and
learning in school in the following way:

Fig. 2.2 School versus home learning (Hannon, 1993)

School learning Home learning
Shaped by curriculum Shaped by interest
Bounded by sanctions Spontaneous
Timetables Flexible
Contrived problems Natural problems
Restricted language Everyday language
Limited conversations Extended conversations
Special resources – limited access Natural resources – unlimited access
Recognition of achievement in
approved areas

Recognition of achievement in many
areas

Horizontal age group Vertical age group (intergenerational)
Distant relationship with adults Close relationship with adults
Pupil role Multiple roles
Accounts for little variation in
academic achievement

Accounts for much variation in
academic achievement

The issue then arises of how well these children succeed in ‘disembedding’
concepts from ‘human sense’ (Donaldson, 1978) without entering formal
schooling. A nationwide USA study of 1,657 families and their 5,402 children
conducted by Ray (1997) suggests that academic achievement among home
educated children is higher than those of their peers attending school. Similar
results were reported in a study of 419 home educating families in Britain by



Rothermel (2002) who also tested the children for social development, in which
assessments the home educated children also scored higher than their school
contemporaries. There are few extensive longitudinal effectiveness studies for
home educated individuals but in the studies mentioned above evidence is
presented to suggest that home education might be effective for developing
academic skills among children of school age. Successful mechanisms for
learning may exist within the range of opportunities for learning generated in
everyday settings, relationships and processes conducive to effective learning.
The nature of these mechanisms will be explored further.

2.3 How learning is fostered in families
There are a number of theories about how learning in families is fostered in the
interaction between parents and children as well as between siblings and extended
family members or carers. Most educationalists recognise the home environment
to be a crucial factor in predicting achievement at school, ‘For most children, the
family is their first learning context and its effectiveness or otherwise is the
earliest determinant of the skills and attitudes with which a child approaches
learning’ (Bentley, 1998, p.75). A high adult-child ratio with high frequency of
contact and communication, tolerant and trusting relationships and the sharing of
a range of opportunities for learning in everyday settings are all considered
potentially conducive to significant progress in terms of learning achievement.
The degree of support for learning provided in the home is seen as constituting
one of ‘the greatest inequalities in educational attainment for children of similar
ability’ (Bentley, 1999). The reverse is also true, however, and disadvantaged or
dysfunctional families can adversely affect children’s learning and school
performance and inhibit positive attitudes by reinforcing negative patterns.

Educating school-aged children in a positive family context may
enhance the kind of bonding potentially generated within families under certain
conditions. The adult-child ratio in families can be conducive to learning.
According to Coleman the frequency and quality of contact between parents and
children is significant, ‘the physical presence of adults in the family and the
attention paid by adults to the child’, since ‘human capital may be irrelevant to
outcomes for children if parents are not an important part of their children’s lives,
if their human capital is employed exclusively at work or elsewhere outside the
home’ (Coleman, 1988, pp.110-111). The presence of older children and adults is
believed to assist young children’s learning in a number of ways. For instance,
children observe and imitate concrete behaviour through which they make or
construct their own meanings (Bandura, 1995). They have access to the cultural
tools employed in their families and communities which may include written
materials, language/s and orally transmitted materials, value systems, and the use
of technologies and other resources promoting learning (Rogoff, 2001). Children
can also be provided with a rich supportive environment for discovery and
questioning in which development is encouraged in a flexible and unrestricted
manner (Case, 1999). Adults and older children provide guidance in helping
young children relate and connect previous experience, assimilate and
accommodate new concepts and they respond to the child’s signals and questions.
Children are participants in social situations and communities of practice. In this
sort of environment the child is able to take on an active role as a learner, making
the most of incidental learning opportunities in a variety of ways. This type of



learning stresses the key element of diversity. It encourages the development of
diverse ways of mastering realms of knowledge or developing and activating
multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1983).

Socially based theories of learning
If home and school values do not correspond or complement each other, a conflict
may arise in which school representatives may experience the child’s ways of
being as ‘resistance’ in the school environment, fuelling exclusion and devaluing
the child’s knowledge and values from home (Giroux, 1989). If this occurs the
school is unable to provide a secure and benevolent environment for learning. A
sense that the school is culturally insensitive or stigmatising may lead some
parents from religious or ethnic minorities, for instance, to choose to educate their
children at home.

In Situated Learning, Lave and Wenger (1991) focus on learning
through participation in the many communities of practice people become
involved in during the course of their everyday lives at home, at school, at work
or during leisure activities, ‘Practitioners relate to each other through social
organization and discourses that embody the history and culture, tools and spatial
aspects, and specialized knowledge of their shared community’ (NCSALL
Occasional Paper May 2003). Wenger (1998) defines a community of practice as
a joint enterprise in which mutual engagement binds members into a social entity.
Members then use a ‘shared repertoire’ of common resources developed in the
relationships and construction of identities between members over time,
‘communities develop around things that matter to people’ (Wenger, 1998).
Learning  occurs through participation in a community of practice, ‘It is not so
much that learners acquire structures or models to understand the world, but they
participate in frameworks that have structure’ (Smith, 1999,
http://www.infed.org). In the home educating families studied here, adults
participate with other adults in communities of practice constituting local clubs
and networks, at the same time as parents are a daily part of children’s lives and
share their learning experiences in an environment, or community, where a
relatively consistent world view or value system may enhance a sense of security
by avoiding early experience of not fitting in. This aspect of home education has
caused concern and controversy, however, since it is also possible to foster
dysfunctional, anti-social or exclusive values and isolate children from the wider
social context. The French parliament, for example, passed legislation in
December 1998 aimed at increasing control over home education with the
intention of counteracting the influence of religious and other sects (Petrie, 2002).
The acceptability of the contact and values are naturally significant. Negative
impact can also be generated and perpetuated in the home environment, ‘The
down-side is that the family context can slow or limit a child’s learning and
development as easily as it can support it. Poor learning in one generation is too
often a passport to poor learning in the next’ (Bentley, 1999).

Experiences of education and learning
Policy-makers have recognised the potential of learning beyond the classroom in
reforming negative educational experiences. Significantly, learning and education
can be experienced differently as illustrated in the Learning Inquiry conducted in
Glasgow, (Glasgow Development Agency, 1998) where positive attitudes to
learning were coupled with negative associations with education. In this context



engagement in children’s learning can play a remedial role for adults who have
suffered bad experiences of education by breaking a negative habit and creating a
virtuous circle, ‘What begins as an interest in the child’s learning can at the same
time promote the parent’s own opportunities that in turn may have a rejuvenating
effect on them with positive consequences for the child’, (Bentley, 1999). The
promotion of informal learning approaches could also be valuable in disarming
over-ambitious education environments with ‘an excessive focus on cognitive
skills in the early years of childhood at the expense of socialisation and play’,
(Well-Being of Nations, OECD 2001, p. 33), by prioritising interaction, co-
determination, play and learning through everyday experience.

Families and communities valuing learning
In 1988 James Coleman established a link between low social capital and high
school drop-out rates. The attitudes of families and communities to education
have since been confirmed to be significant to pupil attainment which is often low
when communities do not value education (Strawn, 2003). The home education
process can potentially provide children with powerful family and community
signals that learning is important, not only in certain places at certain times, but as
an approach to life.

Parental input
The potential benefits deriving from positive close daily contact in home
educating families is supported in research conducted by Paula Rothermel of the
University of Durham which explores the aims and practices of 419 home
educating families in the UK from diverse socio-economic backgrounds
(Rothermel, 2002). Rothermel found that ‘parental input and commitment’
appeared to outweigh both socio-economic status and educational background in
determining effective learning in a home education setting.

• Common to all families involved was their flexible approach to education
and the high level of parental attention received by the children. Children
benefited from the freedom to develop their skills at their own speed. Thus,
parental input and commitment, regardless of their socio-economic group
and level of education, may be the most important factor in children's
development and progress.

• Socio-economic class is not an indicator of achievement levels: whilst the
home-educated children outscored their school counterparts, those from
lower socio-economic groups outperformed their middle class peers.
Figures indicate that at least 14% of the parents in the home-education
sample were employed in manual and unskilled occupations.

• In this study, parental level of education did not limit the children's
attainment. At least 38% of parents in this study had been educated at
comprehensive schools and at least 21% had no post-school
qualifications. Whilst 47.5% of parents had attended university, at least
27.7% of parents in the study had not.

Rothermel’s findings indicate that the children of home educating parents with
little post-compulsory education performed better in the academic and

                                                  



psychosocial tests than their peers in school. Critics of home education point out
the risks involved in having unqualified adults responsible for educating children.
It is possible, however, that the home education clubs and network represent a
community of practice in which positive learning is taking place among the
parents as well as the children.

Social interaction and guided participation
Barbara Rogoff (1989) describes the central importance of social interaction to
learning as the means by which information or strategies observed or obtained
from teachers, parents or others, are processed by the learner and finally
transformed into forms of knowledge which are the learner’s own. Children are
part of families, groups and communities in which their participation is guided by
other members through social mediation. The learner personally constructs or
makes meaning out of experience within a social context using the cultural tools
common to the community. The child should be encouraged to actively respond to
those around them for this type of learning to be effective. In a later study
(Rogoff, Matusov and White, 1998) of adults tutoring children in remedial
mathematics it was found that those who only provided information and went
through corrections had less success than those who engaged in intense interaction
and personal guidance, requesting frequent active responses from the children.
This may reflect the learner’s need to handle and manipulate the new knowledge
in their own way. Furthermore, social interaction requires that the learner has
some degree of perspective or reflective distance to enable them to participate in
the interaction. The social interaction approach involves not only new knowledge
being communicated but helps the process of ‘disembedding’ knowledge from the
child’s experience. Participating in interaction through dialogue requires the
development of reflection and a degree of cognitive self-awareness. Rothermel
concludes from her findings that ‘There was evidence of metacognitive thought –
the children were aware of their limitations’ (Rothermel, 2002).

Home education approaches
Not all home educating families make conscious use of informal learning. Some
families replicate school learning approaches by establishing a classroom at home,
or by using national curriculum textbooks and SATS testing materials and some
employ timetables with lesson and break periods. Whereas school education can
be said to be based around a curriculum, ‘informal’ education integrated with
everyday life activities is based on conversation and day-to-day experience.
Informal education may include some formal planned and structured elements,
notably during participation in groups and group activities. Rather than setting
informal learning against formal, Jeffs and Smith (1999) see informal and formal
education as a continuum on a scale from completely informal and incidental to
everyday life to completely formal, planned and structured .They see the task of
fostering learning as ‘cultivating environments in which people are able to
remember significant experiences and to work at understanding them. It also
means creating situations where people can experience new things’ (ibid, p.19).
This recalls Dewey’s (1938) description of the responsibility of an educator in
Experience and Education, ‘to see equally to two things: First, that the problem
grows out of the conditions of the experience being had in the present, and that it
is within the capacity of students; and, secondly, that it is such that it arouses in
the learner an active quest for information and for production of new ideas. The



new facts and ideas thus obtained become the ground for further experiences in
which new problems are presented. The process is a continuous spiral.’ (p.79).

In 1998 Alan Thomas conducted a study of 50 home educating families in
England and 50 in Australia to find out more about how parents went about
educating their children at home. He discovered that the families employed three
main approaches and stated that different methods worked for different families at
different times. He divided the approaches to learning into three categories:

1) Formal Learning
2) Less formal learning
3) Informal learning

He found, however, that families tended to become less formal the longer they
had been educating at home, ‘most families who start out ‘doing school’ at home
find that what works in school does not transfer easily to the home. Of necessity,
home educators find themselves pioneering new educational approaches, nearly
always less formal ones’ (Thomas, 1998 p. 55). In describing why and how
parents begin to adopt less formal methods he mentions:

• the intensity of one-to-one teaching is a reason for cutting the amount of
‘teaching time’ each day and this is further eroded by time the child
chooses to spend reading or pursuing other ‘educational’ activities for
pleasure.

• Timetables are unnecessary at home since lessons can be as long as
necessary and fitted in according to how receptive the child is feeling.

• Exercises and testing are superfluous since learning is interactive and
feedback immediate.

The internal curriculum
School-based education is structured to enable the student to follow
predetermined steps. Informal education is unconsciously directed by the
individual’s interests, abilities, experience and progress. In comparison with
school education, family-based learning processes might appear to lack structure
and planning but child-centred learning may be seen to follow the purposes and
sequencing of the individual child. The educator is guided by the child’s interests
and questions and can respond with appropriate guidance. Learning is
collaborative and activities are decided by both adults and children, with both
adults and children learning through their involvement with each other. Thomas
describes the process he observed in his study of 100 home educating families in
Australia and the UK, ‘Child logic is individual and determined by the complex
and dynamic interplay between the child’s existing level of knowledge and
incoming information, mediated by interest, motivation, curiosity or desire to take
on a challenge’ and continues ‘it is quite efficient because new knowledge and
understanding are only assimilated when they extend existing knowledge’
(Thomas, 2002). Rothermel (2002) noted in her study that ‘the children were
influential in discreetly manoeuvring their learning to suit themselves. Whether
families started off formally or less formally in terms of learning patterns, they all
adjusted to a style that suited their children’.The internal curriculum directed by
the learner can be seen to function from the earliest learning experiences, as
children acquire language, for example, but may be denied scope at school where
learning is packaged in a curriculum and delivered to a group according to a
timetable by the teacher.



Developmentalists such as Piaget and Montessori have alerted educators to the
dangers of pushing children forward before allowing them the chance to develop
their capacities at their present stage and even Vygotsky, who advocated
instruction to ‘chart new paths’ (Vygotsky, 1934, in Crain p. 218) for children’s
development recognised the need for sensitivity to the fact that development need
not follow instruction in a straightforward way and illustrates this by describing a
child’s understanding of arithmetic, ‘with a fifth step something clicks; the child
has grasped a general principle, and his development curve rises markedly. For
this child, the fifth operation was decisive, but this cannot be a general rule. The
turning points at which a general principle becomes clear to the child cannot be
set in advance by the curriculum’ (ibid., p. 213). In a review of research into
children’s writing, Jones (in Grieve and Hughes, 1990) cites the conclusions
drawn by Marie Clay from a study in 1975 ‘that different children may acquire the
arbitrary conventions of written language in a different order. Therefore it is not
possible to specify fixed sequences of learning through which all children are
expected to pass’ and by Emilia Ferreiro in a study in 1982, ‘children do not learn
to write by passive receipt of instruction’ but ‘learn by discovering or inventing
concepts for themselves’ (ibid p. 97). Jones goes on, ‘It may be that delaying
school entry until six years, or even later, allows children who have reached
advanced levels of mental competence and metalinguistic ability to experiment
with writing, and produce hypotheses about written language, which young
children at school bypass,’ (ibid., p103). The consequences of bypassing this
experimental phase may have consequences for ‘deep’ learning, ‘Child
developmentalists and teachers are concerned that premature formal education
may lead to later problems’ (Bentley, 1999). A practical example of the internal
curriculum at work in an informal home education context is provided by an
extract from the diary kept by Iris Harrison which was presented as evidence
during the landmark court case for home education in Britain, Harrison &
Harrison v Stevenson 1981. The extract was published in the Education Otherwise
newsletter of March 2001.

‘I am finding it interesting to see how suddenly N begins to understand his
numbers. This suddenly came to him after playing with a knitting machine row
counter. It had broken and he had mended it with G’s help and HEY PRESTO,
suddenly numbers now had meaning AT LAST! To many people this would have
been a problem, a 10 year-old not understanding or even remembering his
numbers.’

The child would seem to be capable of taking an active role in shaping individual
learning. It is significant to note how children at a very early age, begin directing
and facilitating their own learning by selecting schema, toys, objects, activities or
sounds which they can be observed to repeat and practice. It is not unreasonable
to expect that adults very close to children become adept at picking up indications
of what sort of development is in progress and assist in providing the time, space
and materials required for supporting the youngest learners, and in a home
education context continue to do so for children of school age.

The danger of the imposed external curriculum approach is that new
knowledge is likely to be discarded unless it forms a continuum with existing



knowledge, or acquired in a strategic or surface manner for the immediate purpose
of answering a question or passing a test. The ‘labelling as failures those who do
not keep up with the imposed pace’ (Bentley, 1999) persists as one of the central
problems of formal schooling. Bentley recommends education policy reform
along the following lines ‘Progression predominantly on the basis of age cohort
rather than ability in a particular subject has become a possibly over-inflexible
norm and may trap children on a ‘peer plane’ making it difficult for them to break
out of habits of learning and behaviour. One way to end this problem is to
organise groups around learning styles rather than age; this would also bring the
learning culture in school closer to informal and home-based learning’ (Bentley,
1999 ).

Dovetailing
Thomas found that, in relation to the child logic of the internal curriculum, ‘when
new material is unlikely to dovetail into and extend knowledge or understanding it
is discarded’ (Thomas, 2002). This indicates the significance of another element
of informal education, the ability of educators to introduce new knowledge and
skills through ‘dovetailing’ as opportunities arise in a flexible learning
environment. Formal schooling insists that pupils try harder and not fall behind
their peers when new facts and ideas are presented following the linear logic of
the imposed curriculum. Genuine understanding is more likely to result from
following the individual ‘logic’ of each learner. Interactive learning also requires
the learner to deal with new ideas and concepts with a degree of reflective
distance. They are able to revisit earlier methods or strategies as well as having
access to familiar cultural tools to aid assimilation and accommodation of new
material or experience. These factors may provide some explanation for the high
levels of academic success among home educated children who do not appear to
‘engage in formal study’ but rather seem to ‘pick up’ academic skills ‘without
systematic instruction’ (Rothermel, 2002).

A process rather than product approach
Jeffs and Smith write that ‘we should not fall into the trap of thinking that
informal education is solely about learning from experience. It also entails giving
information.’ (Jeffs and Smith, 1999, p. 56). How, when and what information
should be provided in an informal education approach? The children’s interests
and abilities and, most importantly, their ‘learning styles’ are the point of
departure. Adults facilitate or can be said to ‘guide discovery’ (Case, 1999) by
suggesting or providing materials or sources of information using suitable,
relevant range of materials such as books or magazines, the Internet, videos or
DVD, CDs or television or by arranging activities, educational visits and
encounters. It is significant that the adults often do not know where a topic will
lead and do not have the ‘answers’ and the process of finding out can become a
genuine egalitarian learning experience for all concerned and especially
empowering for the children.

2.4 Dialogue and learning



The view that schools are not promoting successful learning is sometimes coupled
with the belief that the instruction provided at school does not benefit the well-
being of individuals or communities and that it can actually pervert or suffocate
the will and ability of individuals to engage critically with the world around them.
In Deschooling Society, Ivan Illich describes schools as false public utilities which
‘pervert the natural inclination to grow and learn into the demand for instruction’
and that ‘school prepares for the alienating institutionalization of life by teaching
the need to be taught’ and he envisions a bloodless ‘liberation from the grip of
schools’ in which the authorities charged with enforcing compulsory school
attendance ‘might turn out to be powerless against the surge of a mass
movement’, (Illich pp. 60, 47 and 49, 1973).

Paolo Freire describes the formal instruction pursued in schools as ‘the banking
concept of education in which the scope of action allowed to the students extends
only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits’ (Freire, 1972) and goes
on to assert the central significance of dialogue in which ‘Education must begin
with the solution of the teacher-student contradiction, by reconciling the poles of
the contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers and students,’ (ibid.,
p.53). Both Illich and Freire deplore the absence in the traditional teacher-student
relationship of equity, reciprocity and interaction. Dewey underlines the
importance of learner control, ‘There is, I think, no point in the philosophy of
progressive education which is sounder than its emphasis upon the importance of
the participation of the learner in the formation of the purposes which direct his
activities in the learning process, just as there is no defect in traditional education
greater than its failure to secure the active co-operation of the pupil in
construction of the purposes involved in his studying’ (Dewey, 1938, p. 67).
These values represent the core of informal education approaches based on
dialogue and conversation rather than instruction. In Informal education –
conversation, democracy and learning (Jeffs and Smith, 1999) Jeffs and Smith
identify the core or first order values underpinning informal education as follows:
respect for persons, the promotion of well-being, truth, democracy, and fairness
and equality (ibid., p 15).

Informal learning, well-being and democracy
Criticism of mass education as a tool for social conditioning and control in the
1960s and 70s was an influential aspect in generating the demand for greater
individual, family and community autonomy in taking responsibility for
education. Education Otherwise was started in 1977 by families who wished to
make life choices other than those prescribed by compulsory school education.
Membership encompassed families who chose home education on moral or
religious, ideological, philosophical or pedagogical grounds. Pedagogical
influences include John Holt (1967, How Children Learn) who encouraged a shift
in attitudes to the ways in which children learn and John Taylor Gatto (1992,
Dumbing Us Down) who believed that mass schooling destroys individual
thinking. Holt promoted the idea of unschooling on the basic tenet that children
are motivated to learn and will do so without formal schooling. The Growing
Without Schooling organisation encouraged parents to allow children to follow
their own interests and promoted a multi-dimensional life skills or situated
learning approach. Debate was initiated concerning what role adults should play



in the process of children’s learning and whether, indeed, children were best left
to their own devices completely.

Illich, Freire and informal education
Yet more far-reaching were the deschooling ideas of Ivan Illich (1973)who
advocated abandoning formal education in favour of ‘educational webs which
heighten the opportunity for each one to transform each moment of his living into
one of learning, sharing’ (Illich, 1973, p.72). He saw education as an informal
web of learning exchanges between individual learners, ‘in a world of things,
surrounded by people who serve as models for skills and values. He finds peers
who challenge him to argue, to compete, to co-operate, and to understand; and if
the child is lucky, he is exposed to confrontation or criticism by an experienced
elder who really cares. Things, models, peers, and elders are four resources each
of which requires a different type of arrangement to ensure that everybody has
ample access to it’  (ibid., p. 76). In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire
advocates learning through dialogue in a ‘horizontal relationship of which mutual
trust between the dialoguers is the logical consequence’, (Freire, 1972 p. 72) in
which students are ‘critical co-investigators in dialogue with the teacher’ (ibid., p
62). This investigative approach or ‘problem-posing education’ encourages
students to adopt a dynamic lifelong and lifewide attitude to learning in which
‘they come to see the world not as static reality, but as reality in process, in
transformation’ (ibid., p 64). Horizontal relationships between individuals who
possess various levels of knowledge and skills interacting in dialogue or
conversation, is a central point of departure in theories of informal education.

Relationships fostering learning
Many educationalists and teachers have emphasised the importance of the quality
and nature of relationships as crucial to positive learning. For example John
Dewey, in Experience and Education (1938 reprinted 1997, p21), asserts that
‘basing education upon personal experience may mean more multiplied and more
intimate contacts between the mature and the immature than ever existed in the
traditional school, and consequently more, rather than less, guidance by others’.
Carl Rogers (1967) also explored this topic in The interpersonal relationship in
the facilitation of learning (excerpt in Kirschenbaum and Henderson pp. 304-311,
1990) and concluded that the qualities or attitudes that best facilitate learning
include:

• Realness or ‘entering into a relationship with the learner without
presenting a front or a façade’ which means ‘coming into a direct
personal encounter with the learner, meeting her on a person-to-person
basis’.

• Prizing, acceptance and trust, ‘a caring for the learner’ and ‘an
acceptance of this other individual as a separate person, having worth in
her own right’.

• Empathetic understanding which means ‘a sensitive awareness of the way
the process of education and learning seems to the student’.

Such qualities are practically and more naturally created in the personal
relationships between members of a functional family than, for example, in a
school context between a teacher and a large class or a number of classes of
pupils.



Children’s verbal communication
Since dialogue and conversation are such important elements in informal
education processes, it is important to consider how well equipped children are to
make use of such approaches. In his research studies into referential
communication between children, and between children and adults using the
medium of the telephone, Peter Lloyd discovered that younger children up to the
age of 7+ suffer in the school environment from being suddenly cut off from a
very complex communicative support system built up with adults in their close
environment. In Children’s Communication (Lloyd, 1990) he writes ‘When the
communicative support system with which they have grown up fails to function in
the usual way, the effect, arguably, will be to make the children regress or behave
in some other aberrant manner – for instance, to stop asking questions or to agree
with whatever the adult suggests’ (Lloyd, 1990, in Grieve and Hughes, eds. p. 65).
He argues that the parent or familiar adult ‘is seen not only as a resource from
which the child obtains all sorts of information but also as an extension of the
child’s cognitive and communicative system’ (ibid.). Lloyd goes on to list the
functions a supporting adult performs for a younger child while the child is in the
process of learning to become a proficient communicator:

• Directing, focusing on what is relevant
• Organising, chunking information at an absorbable rate
• Simplifying, interpreting
• Defining terms whose meaning is unknown or obscure
• Storing items beyond the child’s capacity
• Reminding, keeping the goal in sight
• Sounding out, allowing the child to test hypotheses
• Monitoring, confirming success or alerting to failure
• Prompting, suggesting an alternative procedure
• Supporting, praise and encouragement

(ibid.)

In his conclusion, Lloyd comments that learning to handle decontextualised
information constitutes a major task for children at school and adds, “A teacher
cannot hope to function as a normal communicative support system in most
classroom interaction since it is a one-to-many rather than a one-to-one situation.
Accordingly, we would predict that communication failure must take place rather
frequently in the classroom. This seems to be precisely what happens
(Walkerdine, 1982; Edwards and Mercer, 1986), and it is undoubtedly significant
that classroom studies have exposed children’s unwillingness to ask questions”
(Lloyd, 1990 p.70)

Lloyd’s findings are supported by Thomas who cites a study conducted by Tizard
and Hughes (1984) comparing the learning environments of a group of 4 year-olds
at home and at nursery school. Despite the friendly atmosphere of the nursery
class, Tizard and Hughes remark, ‘The questioning, puzzling child we were so
taken with at home was gone....conversations with adults were mainly restricted to
answering questions rather than asking them, or taking part in minimal exchanges’
(Ibid., p 9).



Early learning survey 2003
The Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) is a government department
established in 1992 responsible for the inspection of local education authorities,
teacher training institutions and schools in England. In March 2003 Ofsted
conducted a three-nation survey of the education of 6 year-olds in England,
Denmark and Finland with the purpose of initiating debate about teaching and
learning, the curriculum and expectations of 6 year-olds in school education in
England. The subsequent report outlines a number of factors reflecting both the
concerns of home educators and others about the early schooling provided by the
state in England. The findings of the Ofsted inspectors (see
http://www.ofsted.gov.uk) suggest neglect of interactive approaches developing
social skills, self-confidence, creativity and oral communication in favour of
numeracy and literacy training. The pattern of instruction based on age-related
targets and subsequent testing and ranking of results is reflected throughout the
school system in which a considerable amount of teaching has become geared to
the requirements of tests. This is the result of a belief expressed in the National
Strategies during the 1990s that schools and pupils are ‘underperforming’ and risk
ultimately impairing Britain’s competitive capacity in global economic market
terms. Bentley (1999) blames ‘inertia in the system’ for the slow rate of change in
school reform and calls for a broader network of formal and informal educators to
support learning for life, ‘We must make time for teachers to learn from one
another, to recognise the strong alliances they have with parents as co-educators
and with other agencies who teach life’s lessons in very different but sometimes
more effective ways, and with young people themselves’.

Building communication skills
The key elements of reciprocity and dialogue in informal learning contexts is part
of a positive learning relationship in which communication is interactive rather
than the traditional one-way instruction model from teacher to student. Parents
provide children with an environment that fosters dialogue and which is not
preoccupied with failure. In this benevolent atmosphere adults perform the roles
of facilitator, guide and information source, they provide structure,
encouragement and monitor progress. They know the child very well and are
keenly aware of character traits, strengths and weaknesses, interests and talents.
The children use adult role models, imitating the ways they find things out, how
they interact with others and how they communicate, as well as absorbing wider
values or cultures. At the traditional school teachers need to devote considerable
time planning group work, integrating subject areas and moving furniture in an
attempt to create conditions more conducive to carefully constructed interactive
activities within the classroom setting and a 1:25+ adult-child ratio. Equally time
consuming is the process of trying to observe and monitor each pupil’s progress at
a deeper level than the evidence of test results.

2.5 Situated learning, role models and play
Adults and other children act as role models in a number of ways and children can
learn both knowledge and skills by being with others more proficient at something
than themselves. Bandura’s (1986) theory of learning as a social and largely
imitative activity stresses the significant influence of role models in children’s
development of prosocial skills such as self regulation and the establishment of



internal standards and values. In the home environment many activities are shared
in a ‘community of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Children of all ages may
join in an activity, first as an observer on the periphery, then as a helper and
progress towards the centre as an independent practitioner or role model for
smaller siblings learning in this process in the manner of an apprentice. Children
train and develop these skills spontaneously during symbolic play in which they
take on the different older sibling/adult roles themselves and play at everyday
activities such as being at work, fixing a bicycle, cooking or shopping, or imagine
themselves in exciting or risky situations where problems have to be solved. Play
with other children requires considerable co-operation and negotiation which are
further developed in games with rules. The essential function of play to learning is
well documented (Piaget,1946) but playtime remains a small proportion of the
school day especially as children get older. In contrast, informal settings such as
the home or the local park provide extensive opportunities and time for sustained
and adventurous play, for children of all ages. Time spent with children of varying
ages and with adults provides extensive material for situated and experiential
learning.

Experiential learning
Children learn from both their own primary experience and from secondary or
indirect experience through what they see and hear from others in a process
referred to as ‘intent participation’ (Rogoff, 2003). Learning is a process in which
people try to make sense of experiences and the world around them. According to
Kolb and Fry (1975, p.35) this involves four elements: concrete experience,
observation and reflection, formation of abstract concepts, testing in new
situations which form a learning cycle. This cycle may begin at any of the four
points and relies on the perception of a connection between actions and effects,
requiring four different abilities: concrete experience abilities, reflective
observation abilities, abstract conceptualisation abilities, active experimentation
abilities. Kolb and Fry identify four different learning styles. Ideally learners
should be encouraged from an early age to develop and train a number of learning
approaches. Children make extensive use of concrete experience and testing and
experimentation but are also adept at reflection and observation given time and
the support of responsive adults. It has already been noted that cognitive and
communication styles vary and are culturally based, requiring awareness and
sensitivity to the community of practice in which the child is learning. Dewey
(1938, p. 40) writes that, ‘A primary responsibility of educators is that they not
only be aware of the general principle of the shaping of actual experience by
environing conditions, but that they also recognize in the concrete what
surroundings are conducive to having experiences that lead to growth’.
Experiential learning may also have negative effects, for example, in
dysfunctional groups in which behaviour is patterned on inflexible and exclusive
hierarchies where survival strategies require defensive, aggressive or dishonest
behaviour. Children may also be discouraged from being open to learning
potential and cease to respond. This may occur where fear of failure and negative
consequences such as punishment are prevalent. Dewey describes the limitations
of the traditional school environment for promoting learning experiences and
stresses the importance of being aware of the community in which the child is
learning as the most significant resource for ‘experiences that lead to growth’,
‘The school environment of desks, blackboards, a small school yard, was



supposed to suffice. There was no demand that the teacher should become
intimately acquainted with the conditions of the local community, physical,
historical, economic, occupational etc., in order to utilize them as educational
resources. A system of education based upon the necessary connection of
education with experience must, on the contrary, if faithful to its principle, take
these things constantly into account’ (ibid., p. 40). This supports the communities
of practice concept (Lave and Wenger, 1991) that the immediate community is a
very rich source of informal learning. The legal definition of what constitutes a
‘suitable’ education is one that prepares the child for life in the community
(Section 437(1) of the Education Act 1996). A well-functioning home education
environment with local club and network contacts embedded in the local
community could potentially provide a positive setting for ‘experiences that lead
to growth’ given adequate wider social conditions.

2.6 Processes in home education contrasted with traditional
classroom practices
National curriculum and SATS
Assumptions are sometimes made in traditional education systems that learning is
based on individuals, that it has a linear progression from a beginning to an end,
and that it is the result of teaching or instruction. Many of the Hornsey home
education parents share the view that a preoccupation with national curriculum
targets and standard assessment testing (SATs) present obstacles to, rather than
encourage, learning. In combination with a very high ratio of children to adults in
schools, increasing with renewed rationalisation measures, opportunities for close
contact between teachers and pupils have been replaced by a product oriented
instruction and testing process. Opportunities for interactive learning in the school
environment may be limited by the concern to establish numeracy and literacy
with the associated testing of standards at a very early age. This sets the pattern
for children’s early experience of learning at school and a sense of inadequacy at
this stage is detrimental to their development as autonomous and critical lifelong
and lifewide learners. Some policy-makers are aware of this problem, ‘so many
young people complete their education without ever having been asked to think
about their learning. Many have never had the opportunity to explore how they
learn or how they could learn more effectively’ (Bentley, 1999). Children are
placed under considerable pressure from an early age to perform well according to
national curriculum targets and get good results in competition with their peers.
At the same time evidence suggests that children can acquire numeracy and
literacy skills in a variety of ways, at different rates and at various stages of
development. Trial and error and reflection are significant components of the
learning process. Numeracy and literacy are the foundation blocks for
development of abstract thinking skills or thinking which is not embedded in
everyday experience, the acquisition of which is crucial to success in the formal
educational system. In Children’s Computation Hughes (1990) reviews the
concepts established by Donaldson (1978) concerning child development in which
she recognises that schools fail to assist many children in developing
‘disembedded’ thought. Hughes goes on to consider subsequent trends in
education, commenting that ‘the recent onset of a National Curriculum and the
standardized assessment of all children appear to signal, in Britain at least, a
return to a more limited view of education’ (ibid., p. 121). Bentley describes the
curriculum/testing/inspection formula for improving achievement in British



schools as ‘founded on shaky premises’, those premises being that: ‘it rests on a
top-down model of change, it assumes a linear relationship between teaching and
learning, it equates learning and schooling, it measures only what is easily
measurable, it assumes the validity and objectivity of external evaluation’
(Bentley, 1999)

The importance of taking time
The significant aspect about delivery of information is that it is dictated by and
provided at the pace of the learner since ‘experience entails thought. It includes
reflection’ (Jeffs and Smith, 1999, p. 49) as well as involving re-consideration of
past experience or assumptions and takes into consideration the central
importance of feelings since ‘the sense we make of things, is generally shaped by
how we are feeling at the time’ (ibid., p. 50). This is linked to psychological
theories of memory and retrieval being ‘state dependent’, closely associated with
the conditions and frame of mind surrounding the experience. In returning to
experience, new links or connections may be made with the perspective of
hindsight and intervening learning and we are then able to manipulate memories,
‘we can then play with them, adapt and develop them to fit the new. We make
connections’ in a process which is an individual creative act of imagination, (ibid
p. 53). This process will be individual and will require the essential element of
time. This brings us back to Dewey’s image of learning as a spiral and Freire’s
concept of learning as a dynamic process. The overlapping waves learning theory
(Siegler, 1996) describes the process of assimilation as it changes behaviour over
time. Children use a number of different methods for solving problems and may
return to previous ideas even though these may have proven inefficient in the past
to test them again in a trial and error process. Many methods co-exist
simultaneously and are called upon in different situations. Finally the inefficient
methods, such as counting on fingers or spelling phonetically, can eventually be
discarded with greater accommodation of efficient methods and concepts. The
learning sequence is neither static nor linear.

Jeffs and Smith (1999) provide an example of the product based approach to
education as a production line instilling pre-defined knowledge and skills,
implementing plans for instilling them, and checking that the finished product at
the end of a specified course of study corresponds with the product blueprint by
testing. They comment that ‘product-based approaches tend to involve working
on, not with, people’  which renders them ‘incompatible with informal education’
which ‘does not specify outcomes in advance’ although a process approach to
learning does have ‘a general aim or intention’(ibid, pp. 61-63). In a process
approach centred on the learner’s needs and interests the role of the educator is to
provide a framework including appropriate settings, relevant sources of material
and encounters to match the aims and intentions evaluated in terms of learner
response and motivation. The key to success is flexibility and sensitivity in which
the educator taps into the learner’s creative learning process by:

• ‘on-your-feet’ assessment of what is going on,
• engagement and questions to find out more about what is happening in the

dynamic learning process – using the crucial tool of conversation and
dialogue

• providing further support or possibly adjustments to facilitate the
learner’s development



The process is on-going and more significant than the ‘product’ which might only
become apparent much later, if at all. This approach nurtures self-esteem and
confidence as well as inspiring further initiatives establishing a virtuous learning
circle which is potentially sustainable throughout life and in every aspect of life.

2.7 Evaluation
Questions for evaluating informal learning
Jeffs and Smith (1999, p. 76) write that ‘Changes in values, and the ways that
people come to appreciate themselves and others, are notoriously hard to identify
– especially as they are happening. What may seem ordinary at the time can, with
hindsight, be recognised as special’ and suggest categories under which educators
can ask questions to monitor developments and increase awareness of evaluating
good or less successful informal learning situations: ‘Interactions (characteristics,
purpose, what initiated them), Focus (what topics arose, who initiated them),
Setting (more or less conducive to learning), Aims (of different participants and
any conflicts arising between them), Strategies (of different participants, were any
changes made), Outcomes (for different participants)’ (ibid., p. 77).
One of the most widely used methods of evaluating informal learning is by talking
to others and this would seem to be very common within the Hornsey Club and
within the EO network in general where values, views and feelings, advice and
experience are exchanged, encouragement and recommendations provided. The
values described for the Hornsey Club are experienced as an important bonding
factor responsible for the smooth running and sustainability of the club:
‘all the parents in our group believe in broadly similar values, have similar ideas
about HE and about raising kids in general. We all do some sort of structured HE
work on a daily basis with our kids according to their ages and abilities, as well
as letting them learn autonomously. We all believe our kids should learn to
respect others and encourage good sociable behaviour’ (e-mail correspondence
F1m, Nov 2003) within which trust is established to underpin mutual support and
influence.

The values within the network are reflected in the tone and attitudes of the
newsletters which provide examples whereby ‘Different systems of values and
meanings can exist alongside shared ones without necessarily undermining co-
operation,’ (Well-Being of Nations, OECD 2001 p 41). Despite the apparent
absence of closure in terms of values concerning learning and child-rearing, co-
operation within the EO network depends on mutual benefit so the existence of
non-contributing or ‘sleeping members’ is low and network stability is high with
membership rising steadily ‘the more extensively people call on one another for
aid, the greater will be the quantity of social capital generated’, (Coleman, 1990 p
321). The practice of co-operative evaluation through conversation and
exchanging ideas and advice probably generates a virtuous circle of support.

Educational community centres and learning outcomes
Home educators tend generally to make good use of educational community
centres such as museums, libraries, historical sites, galleries, wildlife parks or city
farms which strive to provide interactive informal education for people of all ages.
An example of informal learning at work in this type of context is provided in an
article by Alan J. Friedman entitled They’re having fun....But are they Learning?
(Forum on Education, Spring 2001, Newsletter),



‘A study at the Natural History Museum in London demonstrated that even
children who were not observed to read any labels on the exhibits nevertheless
learned information that was only available on those labels. Apparently the
information was transferred from those children and adults who did read to the
ones who did not read, during casual conversations while walking through the
museum, on the school bus or in the car, and over dinner or breakfast the next
morning.’

In A Note on Family Learning, Hammond and Gough note that ‘numerous
observational studies report that families in museums behave in ways that indicate
that they are learning’ but report that no correlation has been made between
observable behaviour and independent measures of learning due to
methodological difficulties. Efforts are being made to establish tools for
measuring informal learning outcomes. For example, the Research Centre for
Museums and Galleries at the University of Leicester, Department of Museum
Studies, has produced a report on a learning impact research project (LIRP)
entitled The Generic Learning Outcome System (GLO): Measuring the Outcomes
and Impact of Learning in Museums, Archives and Libraries (MAL). Indicators of
informal learning outcomes in relation to individuals in cultural organisations,
including attitudes and learning skills, are based on judgements made by users
themselves about the success or otherwise of their visit on the premise that ‘users
know and can discuss the outcomes of their use of MAL and frequently (though
not always) these outcomes can be seen as learning outcomes.’ The development
of tools for measuring learning outcomes from these kinds of experiences and
activities would also be valuable for tracking the learning which takes place on an
everyday basis by focusing on what people want to learn, what they feel they have
learnt and skills they experience themselves to have acquired. This would provide
a clearer sense of having achieved the specific and even the broader objectives
learners set themselves and enable them to communicate their needs to education
providers.

The diverse outcomes of informal learning
The evaluation of informal learning is in the hands of the learners themselves and
this is also true when the learners are children. By means of documentation and
dialogue or conversation, children can be encouraged to: reflect on their learning,
define objectives such as what they want to find out or be able to do/feel more
confident doing, identify desired outcomes in terms of enjoyment, knowing more
about, being able to, becoming better at, obtaining a swimming badge or other
type of accreditation etc. They can enjoy a sense of achievement and feel
motivated to learn or try new things, test and re-assess earlier ideas, attitudes and
assumptions. Educator objectives include criteria such as: nurturing the child’s
confidence and self-esteem, promoting and utilising motivation and enjoyment,
development of social, moral, citizenship skills and maturity, encouraging
initiative and independence towards self-directed and autonomous learning skills
and promoting positive values for participation and responsibility in making
lifestyle choices.



Chapter 3
Findings

3.1 Background - Home education in the UK
Home educators are not obliged by law to register their children if they have never
attended school and it is therefore difficult to assess the extent of home education
practices in the UK when no official statistics are available. Rothermel (1999)
reports the following figures:

• In 1996/7 permanent exclusions from primary, secondary and special
schools in England amounted to 12,700 (DfEE 1999a)

• In 1997/8 there were 9,144,000 children aged 5-16 in the population but
only 8,583,400 registered in schools (DfEE 1999c) which leaves 560,600
children unaccounted for.

.
3.2 Historical context of home education
The interest in and relevance of the home education movement suggest a
persistent grassroots association reminiscent of earlier educational social
movements in Britain such as the Workers’ Educational Association and trade
union education in which the principle methods employed were frequently those
of association in networks with local social groups or working men’s clubs and
self-education. These movements have been described as grassroots movements
that constituted an attempt to control their own education in opposition to what
they felt was an externally imposed and hostile state curriculum. The home
education movement, in contrast to trade union education, is broadly based on the
right of the family to make important lifestyle choices and to associate with other
families who wish to do likewise regardless of social class, religious or ethnic
differences and has no interest in generating revolutionary political change in
society beyond the desire, according to the national network Education Otherwise,
through example and actions, to humanise the process of education and to help re-
establish legitimacy for parents in making decisions affecting their children.
Interest in home education arises during a period of political, social and economic
change fuelled by the shift from welfare state intervention policies to neo-liberal
policies. Education Otherwise was set up in 1977. Renewed interest in home
education was noted by Education Otherwise during the 1990s following the
introduction in 1989 of the national strategies, the national curriculum and the
associated standardised assessment tests at ages 7, 11 and 14 (Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority). Not least important for the rise of interest in home
education are the information and communications technologies now widely
accessible to the many families who can afford to have mobile telephony and
computers installed at home or who have access to them through libraries or other
community learning centres. Information is now available independent of time or
place and not only stored at and distributed by educational institutions.
Educational activities can be very feasibly conducted at any time in a number of
settings, releasing learners from traditional institutions and paving the way for
new educational fora or ‘new educational models to confront the winds of change,
including education in the context of new popular cultures and non-traditional
social movements’ (Burbules & Torres, 2000, p 19). Rothermel comments, ‘There
seems little doubt that the movement has snowballed over the last 20 or 30 years.’



(Rothermel, 2004).  One of the principle reasons for parents choosing to educate
their children at home is dissatisfaction with traditional schooling provision and
this encompasses a wide range of social and management issues, many of which
are in evidence in the areas of London where the Hornsey Club families live.

3.3 Mismatch between school education and parental wishes
Some parents feel that the school environment is inadequate, inappropriate,
unsuitable or inaccessible for a particular child and that home-based education
better serves their child’s interests. The choice of home education and networking
through voluntary association represents an active choice to re-establish family
control over aspects of their children’s upbringing and their learning environment
which parents believe school is failing increasingly to provide (Hornsey Club
discussion, August 2004). Schools can be, but often fail to be, valuable centres for
the promotion of social skills as students practice participation and experience
social diversity, engage in community activity and learn responsible citizenship.
Nevertheless, many groups are now choosing to opt out of state education in
favour of private schools or alternatives such as home education. The mismatch
between education provision and parental wishes for their children is claimed to
be widening (EO, Ofsted). This is very much in evidence in areas such as
Islington, Hackney or Haringey which have a very mixed population in socio-
economic, ethnic and religious terms. An imbalance can be seen in the spread and
diversity of pupils represented at the state schools in the catchment area. Larger
classes and fewer teachers could be managed through encouraging greater pupil
learning autonomy and encouraging pupils to take more responsibility for
themselves, their peers, younger children at their school and their local
community. Peer and ability streaming have been diversified in many schools by
integrating subjects, cross-class grouping and whole-school activities. Frequently,
however, the outcome of overcrowded, streamed, peer-based classes is less
positive and bullying, gang building, violence and vandalism can result from
having fewer adults in schools. Such factors create negative school experiences
which can colour both adults’ and children’s attitudes, not only to school, but to
learning, to community involvement and to trusting other people. The current
development of the idea of extended schooling in Britain (Extended Schools
Position Statement, Association of Teachers and Lecturers, 2004) described by the
Department of Education and Skills (DfES) as aiming to help meet the needs of its
pupils, their families and the wider community, is one indication of an awareness
of the need for more diverse and inclusive educational institutions capable of
serving the needs and attracting the participation of learners with a wider range of
learning opportunities and community-based joined-up services.

Education issues in the London area
Many local education areas in London are recognised as disadvantaged areas
facing serious problems of ‘underachievement’ and social exclusion. The rate of
change in the minority groups living in London has been too rapid for schools to
accommodate. Over 60 languages are represented, for example, in one school in
the Newham LEA (Ofsted report 2003, Inspection of Newham Education Action
Zone). Education Action Zones (EAZs) have been set up since 1999 with the aid
of grants from the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) and contributions
from private sources.



Although new approaches are gradually being introduced to help
schools develop into more inclusive and community based institutions this is
experienced by many to be a slow and difficult process. Through partnerships
with parents, local communities and businesses, schools are attempting to address
a wide range of issues including attainment, attendance, behaviour and
professional development for teachers. Despite concerted efforts, traditional
attitudes and structures persist (Bentley, 1999). Standardised testing, the national
curriculum and national strategies are often applied as a general solution to raising
‘achievement’ with an emphasis on discipline and control which may have the
effect of inhibiting the exploration of other solutions and petrifying traditional
structures. Recently some LEAs have, for example, introduced truancy patrols
authorised to pick up children found out of school during school hours. In
response to the truancy patrols the home educated children living in these areas
have been issued with cards to show if they are questioned. The reasons why the
children play truant are certainly very diverse and difficult to address and the
impact of the truancy patrols among local children and parents would be
interesting to investigate. This is one example of a general approach which leaves
little scope for schools to integrate more diversity to better include the extensive
mix of pupils in their catchment areas and encourage the will to participate among
both children and parents. There are indications that the quest for achievement is
being conducted at the expense of children’s well-being. There are 16 EAZs in
London and the South East including the areas of Hackney, Islington and
Haringey in which the Hornsey families live. Haringey has been an EAZ since
2001. The Haringey EAZ incorporates 10 primary schools and one community
school (www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/eaz/find-a-zone).

Satisfying LEA requirements
One of the recurring issues the network and home education families have to deal
with in relations with LEAs and education officers, is that home education does
not function in the same way as school education. Inspectors may require a
curriculum, timetable or lesson plans, with evidence or results of ‘lessons’
performed at home. Most families attempt to satisfy the demands of the
authorities by presenting journals or records of activities and examples of
developmental achievement, but the fact that these activities and any development
resulting from them are actually part of a long-term education process is difficult
to justify to inspectors preoccupied with plans and results since it is largely
‘hidden’ or embedded in everyday routines, conversations and experience and
may work on a different timescale altogether from formal instruction and
retention methods. The following summary of an article in the EO Newsletter
from March 2001 describes how one family responded to ‘requests for timetables
and curricula and notice of a prearranged date for a home visit’. After consultation
with other home educating families, ‘we cancelled the home visit, tore up the
LEA’s questionnaires and sat down to produce a report’. Their report included:
‘Our philosophy of education, an account of the opportunities available to the
children in terms of material resources, types of activities currently enjoyed etc.,
short account of how we provide opportunities to learn that are suitable to age,
ability and aptitude. We did not present any material that had been produced by
the children. We believe that we are providing appropriate opportunities to learn.
Since we also ensure that resources are available to suit their age, ability and
aptitude, and any special educational needs, then progress will be made and each



child will maximise their potential. Providing proof of standards reached or
progress made would not have been in keeping with our autonomous education
philosophy. List of examples of places visited and outings enjoyed.’ (EO
Newsletter, March 2001 p. 4)

This family received a response from the LEA advisor who wrote: ‘I was glad to
read that your children are enjoying a broad education and that learning is such
an important part of life for the whole family’ and that ‘The flexibility that parents
have, when home-educating their children, is a great asset. It enables them to
provide an education totally suited to each child’s individual needs.’ Rothermel
(2002) concludes that ‘for LEAs monitoring home education, the proposition that
home educated children should not be measured by criteria devised for school
children may assist in the drive to formulate policies for alternative assessment.’
The Performance Indicators in Primary Schools (PIPS) tests used by Rothermel
were found to be inadequate in testing the home educated children since ‘The tests
gave no insight into the extent of these children’s learning. The research found
that the children’s learning was best described as a multidirectional and
multilayered model, and that such a model was not provided for by standard
tests’(Ibid.Ibid.)I). The responsibilities of LEAs and the support offered to home
educating families in providing a suitable education for children might be better
served, for example, by inspectors specialising in home education.

Hornsey Club context and background
The group is based in North London in the Haringey local education authority
(LEA) catchment area, one of the most densely populated urban areas of the UK
where a wide range of private and public school options are provided. The
Haringey Local Education Authority website currently lists 53 primary schools in
the LEA. The catchment area includes a wide socio-economic spread. Although
the area is affected by the social problems common to many urban centres in post-
industrial societies such as crime and violence, vandalism, youth gang-building,
the area also offers good access to a wide range of primary school alternatives for
children. The table of results achieved in English, maths and science at primary
schools in the area published by Haringey Local Education Authority
(http://www.foxtons.co.uk/education/lea/haringey-local-education-authority.html)
reflects considerable diversity in the number of pupils and test scores at the
different schools.

Since first contacting the Hornsey Home Educators’ Club in the spring of 2003,
membership increased significantly. The following text comprises extracts from
an article submitted to the Education Otherwise (EO) newsletter in April 2004 by
the initiator of the Hornsey Club, describing the significant increase of interest
from families in the North London area.

Before: back in January 2003, with the prompting and support of a couple of
Home Ed friends, I started up a Home Ed Club. We hired a small hall and had
about 6 or 7 local families join us for various activities, but mainly for the social
number. All was fine, but sometimes families couldn’t come and the cost of the
hall exceeded the subs from the families and I ended up rather out of pocket. We
agreed that we would have to go public and broaden the group, so in September I



duly put a Notice in the Regional Diary of the EO newsletter and went on holiday,
as you do.

The flashing light on the answer phone was working so hard when we
returned I thought something dire had happened. In fact, there was an amazing
response to the Notice and suddenly, we had 9 new families who all wanted to join
the Club. We could easily have been a victim of our own success and invited
everyone to join us right there and then, but we thought it best to have families
join in twos and threes so as not to overwhelm existing Club members.

Now: There must be something in the air. We’ve had a wave of new interest in the
Club and we’ve had to close the doors to new people as 25 families (over 45
children) is enough even for The Big Hall. Luckily, we’d already arranged an
informal meeting in a local park to which we invite newcomers, but there was an
awful feeling of excluding them from the fun.

After a preamble, I wrote to Anne Rix at EO who told me what others had
done in a similar position and we now have a Club Bulletin, courtesy of one Club
member, which is emailed regularly to members (both existing and on the waiting
list) to keep them informed of all sorts of things from local places of interest that
have proven particularly fruitful, to sorting out a bulk order of EO tee shirts to
save on postage. We also find that there isn’t enough time to talk to all Club
members during the sessions and the Bulletin means everyone gets to hear the
latest news. We also link up with other groups to share information or go on
outings together. (e-mail correspondence from F1m, April 2004)

3.4 Why the families chose home education
The parents in the Hornsey Home Educator’s Club felt that the schools in their
area did not provide the kind of education environment they felt was in the best
interests of one or more of their children. In one case, one child in a family
attended school while another, for whom school was not considered satisfactory,
was educated at home. Over the course of the year September 2003 to September
2004, three families had embarked on schooling. One family had found a small
‘humanist’ school with a total of 45 registered pupils that suited them (F7), and
two other families had older children who wanted more independence from the
family and more social contact with peers (F2, F5). Dissatisfaction with education
provision in the area was reflected in the increase in prospective members of the
Club during the year. Compulsory school attendance was experienced as
problematic due to factors such as:

• the high child-adult ratio in schools resulting in the spread of destructive
behavioural tendencies and classroom/playground management issues,
bullying, peer conformity;

• the early age for starting formal schooling (the academic Sept.- Sept. year
of the child’s 5th birthday);

• emphasis on the national curriculum and SATS testing excluding time for
open discussion, social and ethical issues, initiative and autonomy,
creativity and play;

• the spirit of competition with peers, individual study, ability streaming,
exclusion and fear of failure;



• lack of diversity to accommodate different backgrounds and expectations,
learning styles, interests, abilities and pacing;

• emphasis on surface and strategic learning rather than deep learning and
learning skills

• prioritising of academic subjects at the expense of inter-disciplinary
projects and life skills subjects such as consumer and domestic science.
(Summary of points arising from interviews with sample families in
January 2004 and August 2004 and a group discussion in August 2004
with various members attending from the entire club).

Some of the concerns and criticisms expressed by the parents were also reflected,
for instance, in the Ofsted comparative study of education provision for 6 year-
olds in Finland, Denmark and Britain (Ofsted HMI 1660, 2003) and in the Bentley
report towards a new agenda for education, Learning Beyond the Classroom
(Bentley, 1999). There was also support for the sort of problems experienced at
the families’ local schools documented in Education Action Zone and National
Strategy surveys (National Strategies). A number of families said that they would
consider sending their children to a ‘different kind’ of school if such were locally
available. It was often the case for these families that, rather than ‘not finding a
good enough school’ they felt that ‘school was not right’ for their child/ren
(interviews August 2004). A very significant factor in the choice of home
education was the benefits families experienced from home-based education
which encouraged them to start and pursue this solution.

1. They felt that it was a lifestyle choice to be engaged on a daily basis in the
upbringing and education of their children.
2. They believed that the home education alternative suited their child/ren better
than formal schooling options. They could select and adapt educational
approaches to suit the individual child.
3. They were free to choose activities according to the interests of the family and
spend time together in what they experienced as relevant and meaningful mutual
projects and activities for as long as these were rewarding.
4. They could make use of community learning centres, national heritage sites,
local sports or other facilities at ‘low peak’ times.
5. They were able to travel or take holidays when an interest or need arose during
‘term’ time.
6. They could engage in personal or community projects or other undertakings at
any time convenient during the week rather than ‘after work or school hours’.
7. They had more time to spend with relatives, such as retired grandparents,
neighbours or friends and other home educators who were also free during the
day.
8. They felt that the home education project and lifestyle promoted greater
cohesion and closer bonding within their families and between home educating
families. (Summary of points arising from interviews with sample families
conducted in January 2004 and August 2004, and a group discussion in August
2004 with various members attending a Thursday session for the entire club).

Role of the network ‘Education Otherwise’
The families in the Hornsey group are all members of the self-help network
Education Otherwise (http://www.education-otherwise.org.uk). The network was



formed in 1977 by a small group of parents interested in home-based education
for their children. It is a voluntary association of people from different
backgrounds brought together by a common concern about the education of their
children. Families interested in home education on a full or part-time basis as an
alternative to school contact the network for personal support, advice and
information. EO (Education Otherwise) reports having over three thousand
members nationally and about 70 voluntary contacts to support new families
interested in home education for a wide variety of reasons, ‘An increasing number
of parents and children want an alternative to school. Our reasons are many, and
we often differ widely in our views, but as parents we share the desire to take
back direct responsibility for the education of our children rather than to delegate
it to schools’ (www.educationotherwise.org) The name Education Otherwise was
taken from the Education Act which requires parents to ensure their children
receive education by regular attendance at school ‘or otherwise’. Section 7 of the
Education Act 1996 states that: ‘The parent of every child of compulsory school
age shall cause him to receive efficient full-time education suitable (a) to his age,
ability and aptitude, and (b) to any special educational needs he may have, either
by regular attendance or otherwise’, (from the Home Education Advisory Service)

Inclusive organisation
The EO organisation is based on voluntary work by members and specialists
which demands a high level of participation and potentially generates informal
learning opportunities. New members are asked to list their special skills and
interests which may then be called upon as a resource for other members,
especially locally. They are also asked to state whether they are willing to offer
accommodation to other families for exchange visits, get-togethers or events as
well as whether they would be willing to be contacted by the media, by
researchers or by other interested parties. Some families have experienced the
trauma of being excluded in the formal school environment and EO works to
maintain an open and inclusive profile. EO produces a bi-monthly national
newsletter in addition to the local bulletins offering an internal forum for
discussion, a source of ideas and resources and providing information on home
education issues, current research and legislation. Three national decision-making
meetings are held each year around the country. This would suggest that the
network provides frequent opportunities for communication, consensus building
and the exchange of ideas and resources to act as both informal learning resources
and bonding ties within the network. Both adults and children contribute to the
newsletters which regularly include sections with: book reviews and resources by
children and adults, advice about contact with LEA inspectors and various legal or
other home education issues, writing by children of different ages, articles on
various current topics and issues, archives, advertisements, letters, home
education in the news, EO business such as meetings, contacts, events and camps
and a regional diary. The network wishes to avoid prohibitively high subscription
fees and is funded by donations and annual membership subscriptions of GBP 20
per family or individual in the UK, GBP 25 per family or individual in Europe and
GBP 30 per family or individual for the rest of the world. Subscriptions may also
be paid in instalments. A significant financial function of EO is to negotiate
collective conditions for members such as the very important insurance coverage
provided to members through the EO network policy. EO has negotiated free or
discounted entry charges for members to certain cultural and learning centres such



as museums and historical sites. EO also pays an organisation fee so that members
can receive a discount digital subscription to the educational service Learn.co.uk,
run by the Guardian press group, aimed at primary and secondary age children
and their teachers.  

3.5 The issue of ‘suitable education’
Under Section 437(1) of the Education Act 1996, LEAs (Local Education
Authorities) can intervene if they have reason to believe that parents are not
providing a suitable education. Suitable is defined as preparing the child for life in
the community. Section 324 of the Education Act 1996, sub-sections 4
(c) and 5 (a) (ii) state that ensuring the suitability of the education remains the
authority’s responsibility. Parents who opt to home educate their child from the
start of compulsory schooling are not required to inform the LEA about their
intention and are therefore not included in statistics. Parents who wish to home-
educate their child who is registered at a maintained or non-maintained school,
must inform the school in writing of their intention to de-register. A school or
education officer requests a meeting with the parents to discuss: reasons for the
decision to de-register, implications of the child’s de-registration, plans for the
child’s future education, scope of support the LEA can provide, and the flexi-
schooling option. (DfEs Guidelines for home education).

3.6 Hornsey home educator’s club and network
Rothermel (2002) defines home education as ‘education that does not take place
wholly within a school (although many children go into schools for after-school
classes) as that is not subject to the regulations, aged-based learning goals and
testing regimes that schools involve’. The educational attitudes and approaches
used by the Hornsey Home Educators’ Club in this case study were explored in a
questionnaire (see sections 1.4 and 1.5). The extent to which the club might be
able to reflect broader trends within home education in England is examined by
looking at the profile of the national network Education Otherwise and the
material members contribute, as well as the activities and events supported and
promoted.

The sample
The questionnaire was sent to 10 families and seven families responded. One
family consists of a single parent with regular contact and active participation of
the grandmother while the other families in the group consist of two parents. All
the parents are in their 30s and 40s and they have completed vocational and/or
university education (at least 3 years full-time/5 years part-time) primarily within
the arts and humanities, and six parents are or have been involved in education in
their professions. Two parents are qualified primary school teachers, F1m and
F5m. One parent has a technical educational background. In one of the families
one parent worked from home and the other had flexible working hours including
a work-from-home option (F3), otherwise all the families had one educator at
home full-time (the mother). Grandparents were actively involved in three of the
families (comments included: F4‘weekly visits from one set for tennis/cooking’,
F7‘providing resources/taking them out’, F2‘grandmother, regular contact
sharing common interests’). Two children, a boy aged 6 (F2) and a girl aged 8
(F5), have been deregistered from school. One of the families has one child at



school (not included in the total of 18 children in the HE club) while the other
child is being educated at home as this is felt to suit the needs of each child best.
The Hornsey HE Club families have been educating their children at home for
periods ranging between 1 and 8 years. In response to the question: would you
consider (re)introducing your child/any of your children to formal schooling in
the future, two families responded ‘No’(F6, F4) while the other families
responded as follows: F2  ‘Don’t know’, F3 ‘Yes. If child wanted to try it out, F7
‘Unless circumstances changed……No!’, F1‘No, unless specifically requested’
and F5 ‘Not if there is a choice (unless they ask!). However we may be moving to
a country (Cyprus) where home education is not permitted so we will have to see’.

Family composition, background and roles (Questionnaire Section I)
The Hornsey Home Educators Club is an urban group within the Education
Otherwise (EO) network comprising 10 families with a total of 18 children
involved in home education (HE). The gender and age descriptions of the children
can be found in Appendix 2. The members live within the London boroughs of
Islington, Hackney and Haringey and some are neighbours. One parent is from
Cyprus, two (in different families) are from Guyana and one is from New
Zealand. The other parents are British citizens. A smaller group who are
neighbours in the borough of Haringey meet more frequently in local contexts
such as the park and the library. Two families who travel from east London to be
part of the Hornsey club are planning to set up their own local group which will
then be supported and joined by some members of the current club which will
continue to run. This illustrates the way in which local groups spread through a
base of old members and an influx of new ones. This provides scope for a broad
network of relationships across local club groupings.

3.7 Learning approaches (Questionnaire Section II)
Structured group activities
The home education families in the sample were all involved in regular activities
outside the home as well as having some structured home-based activities each
week. The families responded that they had regular structured activities less than
every day but more than every week. All the families who responded to the
questionnaire had planned group activities more than once a week and attended
regular local activities at libraries, swimming baths, music groups, sports clubs
etc. more than once a week .The activities were described as structured autonomy
being child-centred based on the interests, ideas and wishes expressed by the
children. The families made extensive use of learning centres and other clubs,
associations and organisations in their local community. They also reported being
relatively frequent visitors to cultural centres and events such as museums,
galleries and concerts. One mother commented, ‘At the moment we are into the
Second World War so we have borrowed all the books from the library and have
visited the Imperial War Museum’ (interview F1m, August 2004).



Table 3.7.1 Planned and structured activities
How often do you engage in:
Planned, structured activities?
Every day
More than weekly
Every week
Less than weekly
Total no. responses

F5 (but not necessarily planned
work), F1 F2,F3 ,F4,F6
F7
0
7

Planned group activities?
Every day

More than weekly
Every week
Less than weekly
Total no. responses

F1 (several times a week), F5
(cooking, art, play most days)

F6, F4, F3
F7, F2
0
7

Regular local activities?
Every day
More than weekly
Every week
Less than weekly
Total no. responses

F4, F5 (older child)
F6, F3
F1, F2 (drama), F7
0
7



Observation of one family’s learning approaches – thinking about time
The following example of inquiry into the concept of time was observed during
one week spent with a home educating family consisting of a mother, a father and
two boys aged 3 and 8 (F1, gatekeeper family) including frequent visits from adult
relatives and cousins aged 9, 5 and 1. Preparations for the grandmother’s birthday
party provoked concern about candles on the cake. When considering the prospect
of 73 candles the question arose of how old people can become. Over the period
of a week this extended into consideration of the relative age of things around us
and what is older than/oldest. The older children suggested that rocks, stones and
fossils must be among the oldest things around us. This provoked consideration of
where rocks and pebbles come from and what causes them to be the shapes and
colours they are. All the children were involved at various points in different ways
according to age and interests. A beachcombing expedition produced a varied
collection of pebbles and shells and provoked further speculation about how
different rocks were produced and when. On closer inspection some pebbles had
holes in them and one had a tiny pebble inside one of the holes. This brought up
the topic of erosion and how hard different rocks are. Discussions involving
various combinations of children and adults occurred at different times of the day,
notably mealtimes, car trips and bedtime. Issues arising from the topic included;
What materials are strongest/stronger than..? How can water wear away rock?
How old is the sea?

During the same week a visit was arranged to Dover Castle which has exhibits
focusing on two periods of history, the castle from the Middle Ages (building
started in the late 12th Century) and the secret tunnels used during the Second
World War (1939-45). This visit linked up with thinking about how old things are
and how things change over time, in this context in more human and social terms.
The spin-off from this trip was the initiation of an extended period of interest in
the Second World War for the 8 year-old along with an awareness that
grandparents had first hand experience to recount. Interest expanded to warfare in
general which was further fuelled by events in the news and ongoing questions,
discussions and reflections. The Dover Castle trip also inspired an interest in
knights for the 3 year-old and his 5 year-old cousin with drawing, reading,
storytelling and symbolic play including dressing up and play with a castle and
figures, also involving a later visit to a jousting tournament. Questions included
what games children played at this period in history and what toys they played
with. A frequent question was, ‘How do we know that?’ Another recurrent
question linked up with the old/oldest theme, ‘How old would I be now if I had
been alive then?’ And, from the 3 year-old, Is it now yet? The themes and spin-off
activities and topics continued or were revisited for as long as the children
displayed an interest in them. The children were active in directing and
developing the themes according to their ages and abilities. Questions were
spontaneous and could arise at different times outside the specific activities or
visits and the same question was sometimes asked several times and directed to
different adults or older children. F1m recorded the day’s events in a diary as a
matter of course and included amusing or interesting details or issues. The
children were asked about what should be written in the diary about the day’s
events and contributed what they thought had been noteworthy. A digital camera
and video camera were also used sporadically during the course of the week by
both children and adults with the children either suggesting photo subjects or



asking for the camera. Downloading the photos on the computer or watching the
video would later provide opportunities for revisiting themes, activities and events
and would also provide a record for tracing development and progress. (Diary
records, observation notes).

ICT technology and learning resources
Information and communications technology (ICT) is a significant factor in
increasing the confidence of parents that they can provide sufficient, relevant and
enjoyable material for facilitating their children’s learning in the home setting as
well as releasing parents from their workplaces to a greater degree, allowing them
to work increasingly from home at times convenient for their families. Parents are
also able to access information concerning education and legal issues along with
any other information they might need, relevant to supporting learning at home,
forging and maintaining contacts with other parents and linking up with the EO
network. 6 of the 7 Hornsey questionnaire respondents noted the Internet as a
resource they used for updating their own knowledge and skills as educators.

The EO Newsletter no. 140, June 2001, includes a special section on
the use of computers in the home, initiating a computer forum for comments,
exchange of ideas and resources and support. The newsletter also includes articles
from members on their experiences and views about the use of computers in home
education. Many families appreciate the vast range of material, information and
communication functions now available. A further factor in this context is that
many of the contributing club members were concerned about encouraging boys
and girls to develop their interests in a broader, less gender biased perspective.
This is especially relevant to subjects such as computing where girls have been
seen to benefit less from using computers than boys at school (Hughes in Grieve
and Hughes, Gender and educational computing). The following extract is taken
from an article entitled ‘How Home Education Works – One family’s story’
published in the EO Newsletter, August 2001. The parents explain that ‘the
thought of home education terrified us initially. We could not afford to employ
home tutors, and we were not teachers’ but continue ‘we soon discovered there
was a wealth of information at our fingertips’ and ‘Now several months later, we
understand what home education is all about’.

‘Our son learns from many different sources – CD roms, the Internet, library
books, history, geography, science, biology, English, maths, I.T and DIY
programmes on digital satellite television programmes and also from the BBC
Learning Zone and 4Learning. He reads two newspapers daily and is keen to
discuss various topics such as politics and education among others. His computer
skills have rocketed. He has started up his own website building business, and has
written to professional people for advice, of his own accord. We are trying to find
a mentor in this field to guide and encourage him further. His latest project is a
website for home educated kids, where they can all communicate with each other’
concluding that ‘He is following a path of his own choosing’.



Life skills
The definition of life skills provided by Unicef was considered generally
appropriate by the parents in the Hornsey sample (e-mail correspondence, October
2003).
This term refers to a large group of psycho-social and interpersonal skills which
can help people make informed decisions, communicate effectively, and develop
coping and self-management skills that may help them lead a healthy and
productive life. Life skills may be directed toward personal actions and actions
toward others, as well as actions to change the surrounding environment to make
it conducive to health. (http://www.unicef.org/lifeskills/index_7308.html)
Life skills were a significant feature of the learning environment for the all the
Hornsey Club sample families whereas following the national curriculum was not
considered very important by the 6 families who responded to this particular
question. In response to the question: how much weight do you give to life skills
training (cooking, managing money, repairing toys, caring for pets, household
jobs etc.) receiving ratings of 4 (2 responses) and 5 (5 responses) on a scale from
1 (very little) to 5 (very much). One mother, herself a qualified primary school
teacher, commented in response to the question: Why did you choose not to send
A to school? (interview F1m in January, 2004), ‘I knew that if he went to school
he wouldn’t be able to flourish. As much as the teachers would want to go down
that route, with all the pressures of the national curriculum his zeal would be
quashed’. It would appear from Rothermel’s (2002) research that a life skills
approach also nurtures other valuable skills and that such skills are valued more
highly than academic curriculum subjects., ‘Families tended to value life skills
over academic ones, listing competence in interpersonal, communication and
discussion skills together with moral and social awareness, responsibility, self
esteem, motivation and independence, as skills they believed their children
developed by being home-educated. Thus, whilst the academic assessments
showed how well these children could perform, they gave no indication of the
type and breadth or depth of education these children were engaged in’.

Table 3.7.2 National Curriculum

How much importance do you attach to following the National Curriculum?
1(none) 2 3 4 5 (very much
F1, F3 F5 F2 - -
F6 F4 - - -

Comments:
F7 No response. F5 Use it as a reference sometimes – like to keep up with literacy
but not maths or other subjects

Table 3.7.3 Life skills (cooking, managing money, repairing toys, caring for
pets, household jobs etc).

How much weight do you give to life skills training?
1(none) 2 3 4 5 (very much
- - - F3 F1,F2, F4
- - - F6 F5, F7



Evaluation as part of the learning process
The Hornsey home educating parents employed spontaneous evaluation methods
of the various types of interaction and activities they engage in with their children.
One Hornsey Club parent writes, ‘conversation and dialogue constitutes the main
source of information exchange and also the basis of assessment and evaluation of
where the children's understanding actually is’(e-mail correspondence F1m,
November 2003). Rothermel found that “almost half the respondents (48%) did
not assess their children and a further third that did (28%) used only informal
assessment such as discussion and observation” (Rothermel, 2002). Jeffs and
Smith describe informal monitoring of ‘what is happening as it is happening’
(Jeffs and Smith, 1999, p. 72) as ‘reflection-in-action (thinking on our feet)’ and
link this method with ‘reflection-on-action’ which includes writing journals or
diaries, talking to others and thinking about the way situations were dealt with and
their outcomes. In other words, informal educators ‘develop a kind of artistry that
involves a circle of inquiry’ (Ibid.). One of the Hornsey club parents describes the
purpose of keeping a diary as something for the benefit and pleasure of the family
similar to a photo album. It also fulfils the function of focusing on the extent and
range of activities engaged in and also provides encouragement by recording
evidence of learning or development taking place, a valuable function when there
is no curriculum framework of specific educational activities and sequencing.
‘As for my diary, I write that partly for the boys to have a record of what they did
during their childhoods and partly to remind myself that they do do a lot and that
it is working. I look back and wonder that we managed to fit it all in! From time
to time, I put in the occasional snippet about a particular developmental incident
or comment that one of them made if it's of particular interest’, (e-mail
correspondence F1m, Nov 2003).
The use of documentation also helps discover the child’s ‘emergent curriculum’
encouraging reflection and inspiring learners and educators to promote and direct
child-centred development appealing to as many of the child’s ‘multiple
intelligences’ as possible (Gardner, 1991).Documentation is a significant element
in early childhood pedagogical approaches (Reggio Emilia) such as the use of
observation or video to discover topics of interest. Documentation is a central tool
for tracking interest and development.

3.8 Financial issues
When parents choose to home-educate, they assume financial responsibility for
their child’s education, including the cost of educational materials and
examinations. In response to the question How does your family manage the
practical aspects of home education; all the families who responded had one
educator at home full-time, the mother, apart from one family where one parent
worked from home and the other had the option of working from home part-time.
The issue of financial support was considered important by club parents since it
involves the question of accountability and the right to impose conditions and
demands with subsequent monitoring requirements which the home educating
families in the sample wished to remain independent of. Financial constraints
were significant but were not rated as a major restraint in the choice of activities
according to respondents to the questionnaire. The 7 respondents rated financial
constraints as 2 (4 responses) and 3 (2 responses) on a scale of 1 (very restricting)



to 5 (not at all restricting). None of the respondents had applied for any LEA
support regarding teaching resources or financial support for educating their
children at home. None of the families had chosen home education because they
were unable to afford private school or tuition.

Table 3.8.1 Financial constraints

To what extent do you feel that financial constraints restrict your choice of
activities?
1(very much) 2 3 4 5 (not at all)
- F1, F4 F2, F3 - -
- F6,F7 F5 - -

- -
None of the sample families reported choosing home education for financial
reasons. Nor did they feel that financial issues restricted participation in formal
courses if these were felt to be interesting or necessary to fill a knowledge gap
that the family was unable to cater for in other ways. One financial issue which
was experienced as a restriction on their choice of activities was the prohibitively
expensive cost of renting school facilities during out-of-school hours (Interviews
and discussion group, August 2004). This included mainly arts and craft facilities,
music and drama facilities, and sports facilities. These facilities were also in great
demand by the community and were generally booked in advance by larger local
groups, clubs and societies.

Contacts with schools and LEAs
The Hornsey Club members do not pursue a completely exclusive attitude to
attending school. In one family outside the sample, one of the children attends
school while the other is educated at home, since this seems to be the most
suitable arrangement for the best of each child. Interviews conducted in August
2004 revealed that three families in the sample planned to introduce children to
attending school starting in September 2004 after the children themselves had
asked to try it out. A girl aged 9 and a boy aged 8 both felt the need to become
more independent and wanted to have more contact with children of their own age
and they said that school offered them an opportunity to do this. The 2 younger
children in these families continue with home education. Another family from the
club sample has now enrolled two of their three children at a small private school
based on ‘humanist/Buddhist principles’, ‘It's very small with just two classes (4-7
and 8-11) and about 45 kids’ (e-mail correspondence F7f, September 2004).  One
of the club members (F2m) whose family is registered with the local education
authority (LEA) is responsible for LEA contact and inspection visits while the
Education Otherwise network reports that it maintains good relations with LEAs
and sees one of its functions as an advisory body on home education issues.

3.9 Socialisation and home-based learning
Hornsey Club group meetings
The club meets every Thursday morning in a local church hall. The club also has a
Tuesday park session to which other home education families on their waiting list
are invited. The Thursday sessions are structured as follows:



‘Our sessions usually begin by setting up a combination/selection of drawing,
Lego, mini-world, dough, games, puzzles etc. for kids to use independently, plus
the main activity. Then, once most of the kids have arrived, we have a circle
time…………we’ll have bits of news, birthdays, then an explanation of the main
activity. At the end of the session, we have a story time.’ (Interview F1m, October
2003)

The distribution of roles and responsibilities for the sessions is
described as follows:
‘One parent does drama activities, another is a book-binder and does books,
simple paper engineering with them, and another has done some science
activities.’
‘Since the group was set up by me, it has fallen to me to maintain the admin and
buy materials, pay the venue etc.’
‘Looking back at the past 20 weeks, six sessions have been lead by others and one
session was an outing to a city wildlife park (which I organised). I mention
regularly that I’m always open to suggestions for activities and would keenly let
others lead the session.’(Interview F1m, October 2003)
The parent who set up the group, maintains the administration and leads most of
the main activities is a qualified experienced primary school teacher (F1m).
‘The Club forms the main weekly opportunity for group learning although
sometimes the children are actually working along side each other at the same
activity rather than in co-operative groups. They'd still exchange ideas and pass
comment on each other's work and so on. Circle Time during Club is the time
when all the children come together and I try to get them to say something to the
group (some are too shy and others rather verbose, so we have to juggle things!).
It was actually intended as a vehicle for ensuring the children felt part of
something - ie the Club - and that has worked well as we all sit together and the
children eat apples while I start off the talking.’ (e-mail correspondence F1m,
September 2003)

Observation was conducted of a Thursday session (August, 2004).
Although some activities were structured (these were voluntary on the theme of
reptiles, looking at pictures of snakes and then cutting out snakes from paper
plates and colouring them in) the main focus of the meeting is social and
conversation is a central tool in group activities with children encouraged to
contribute or, if they choose, to participate by mostly listening. The atmosphere is
lively with scope for ‘spin-off’ activities from the planned activities and
encouragement to comment on, join in with and in other ways become involved in
what others may be doing. The noise level was very high but this did not seem to
disturb the children. The children moved about a lot in the room, showing their
work to others or seeing what others were doing. They were able to take as long
as they needed for each activity. They could change activities when they liked and
join in with whichever group they were interested in. A small group prepared to
play a board game but discovered that the dice were missing. They consulted
other children and adults in the room about how they could solve this problem and
compared the likely effectiveness of different suggestions finally settling for
numbered pieces of paper shaken up in a box and then selecting one at random.
They were interested in whether the probability of getting a six was as good,
better or worse than using a dice. Conflict arose among a group of boys building
with Lego and vying for the same pieces. The nearest adult (a father) intervened



after a while to help resolve the situation using a problem-solving, communicative
approach. Finally, the boys agreed to split up and two went off to join other
activities. Not all the children spoke during circle time but even the youngest
children appeared to like sitting in the circle and being part of the group since they
maintained eye contact with speakers and did not need to be encouraged to sit
still. One boy (of 4) decided to leave the circle and he was asked once to join in
again and willingly did so having been told that he would be able to explore
another part of the hall in a short while. Further plans for a Monday ‘study
session’ for older children are underway for the autumn 2004, ‘Some of the
parents of the older ones are getting together to organise shared study sessions on
Monday mornings. The thought is that we begin with a group trip to a museum
and then spend about six weeks following it up with language and maths work
which we all share and participate in at what ever level is appropriate. If it works,
we'll do regular sessions at other times in the year’ (e-mail correspondence F1m,
Sept. 2004).

Learning to learn together
A further aspect of learning skills is the ability to find relevant information and
acquire appropriate skills as and when these are needed. Educationalists have long
been aware that necessity is very effective motivation for learning. Within the
home education context the child’s natural curiosity often initiates a chain
reaction learning process for the parents, siblings, other relatives and the children
and adults in that child’s home education club. In responding to the question: How
do you update your own knowledge and skills as educators? all the respondents
included the importance of ‘contact with other families’, ‘talking to other people’,
‘other home educating parents’, ‘by asking others’, ‘from friends’, ‘talking to
others, family members’ and ‘finding out together’. This process implies that
methods and approaches to learning are transmitted and exchanged in a dynamic
process within a group of adults and children involved in ‘finding out together’
about, to mention examples from the Hornsey club, the police, sleepwalking or
World War II.



Table 3.9.1: Educators as learners

How do you update your own knowledge and skills as educators?
Please specify briefly (list resources or activities)

F1 Reading, www, friends, library, TV, choir.
F2 Read, Internet, Times Ed Supplement, TV.
F3 Learning along with child ‘finding out together’, Internet, books - library,
lectures at Royal Institute, talking to specialists.
F4 Other HE parents, discussions with children.
F5 Library books, videos, Internet, other families, CD Rom, visits to places of
interest, primary teacher training course (PGCE) last year.
F6 Books, Internet, asking other people, ‘It’s a learning process for me too. I have
been ‘over-schooled’ and wish to discover a more spontaneous and creative way
of exploring the world’.
F6 Books, Internet, asking other people, ‘It’s a learning process for me too. I have
been ‘over-schooled’ and wish to discover a more spontaneous and creative way
of exploring the world’.
F7 Talking to others, Internet and other resources (books etc), schools
programmes, family members who attend school.

Rothermel writes that “once need outstripped family knowledge, children tended
to join further education colleges or other formal lessons, i.e. online courses”
(Rothermel, 2002) and this was supported by the Hornsey Club members and
contributions to the EO newsletters. In Rothermel’s study ‘over half the families
said they made use of learning support in the form of clubs and classes such as
football, trampolining, dance, music etc.’ (ibid).
One of the club members (F1m) responded by e-mail to the question How does
your family find things out?
‘I'd say that for most home ed bods, conversation and dialogue constitutes the
main source of information exchange and also the basis of assessment and
evaluation of where the children's understanding actually is. However, for older
children like A, the main source of information is from books and he would be
deemed an autonomous learner with me as facilitator (ie, I take him to the right
places to expose him to books or people with information or places of interest). F
is at the stage of conversational learning although he's also beginning to use books
more and more to find things out and he's started reading phonically safe
words.”2 

Educators as learners
In addition to having spent a long initial period in compulsory schooling and
tertiary education the parents in the Hornsey Club had all continued to become
involved in various types of learning activities at different points during their

                                                  
2 The terms automomous learning and facilitating learning were used frequently by the
club members from the outset of the study whereas use of the terms conversation and
dialogue by club members may have been introduced by the researcher during the course
of the study.



adult lives. (See responses to: How do you update your own knowledge and skills
as educators above) Informal sources and activities predominate partly due to the
difficulty of attending regular organised courses when at home with children and
partly because an informal approach was considered socially more rewarding.
Learning is seen as a central life skill. One parent commented (F6m), ‘I have been
‘over-schooled’ myself and wish to discover a more spontaneous and creative way
of exploring the world’. The topic of educators as learners was pursued during the
interviews both with parents and older children aged 5-8. During the interviews
parents reported that they attended various clubs and were members of sports
associations or cultural societies and they felt these were important sources of
learning and personal development also of benefit to their children through social
contacts and interests passed on from parents. One parent was a local nursery
governor and others were instructors for different activities at clubs in the
community. Many of the working parents (fathers) attended non-formal courses at
work regularly. None of the parents were currently involved in any formal
education courses but three parents had recently concluded programmes. Learning
activities among the adults in the group were very much part of everyday life
which suggests developed habits of engaging in a wide variety of learning
activities. If we combine the range of activities children and parents were
involved in, the distribution spans the range with greater weighting towards
learning activities which are voluntary and self-directed or even incidental.



Table 3.9.2 : Activities children and parents were engaged in.

Formal, pre-
packaged
courses

Structured,
voluntary

Self-directed Incidental  or
informal
learning
opportunities

School,
e-learning
programmes,
PGCE (primary
school)
programme,
D i p l o m a  i n
advanced
education
programme

Choir,
Drama group,
Swimming
lessons, other
sports coaching,
Foreign
language course
for self-study,
TV or radio
programmes for
schools,
Music lessons
(piano)

HE club indoor
a n d  p a r k
sessions, new
Monday
sessions,
Library visits,
Cultural events –
plays, concerts,
galleries,
V i s i t s  t o
museums or
heritage sites,
Using computer
resources,
s u r f i n g  f o r
information,
interactive
g a m e s  a n d
materials
(puzzles,
problem solving)
Visits to wildlife
parks, farms

Social
interaction,
Play – diverse,
Watching TV,
Playing games
w i t h  r u l e s ,
sports, music,
dance, drama, arts
and crafts,
R e a d i n g  –
diverse,
Celebration of
anniversaries and
traditions,
Cooking, caring
for pets, life skills
activities,
Travel - domestic
and abroad,
Boot sales, fun
runs, other fund-
raising for the
community

Learning habits and cultural tools
The informal interview was also designed to explore whether the learning habits
of the adults were being passed on to the children by asking some parents and
older children separately where they would look for certain information. Letter
coding was used initially for noting responses as given without disrupting the
interview (with the gatekeeper family F1) but this format was felt to be too
restrictive. Subsequent interviews with other families were based on responses to
an open question. The responses correlated very closely but the children
responded more frequently that they would ask friends, relatives, neighbours or
other people with specialist knowledge in the community such as the local doctor
or nurse. Parents responded more frequently that they consulted reference
literature and/or the Internet. The children were very quick to say where they
would find different kinds of information and did not reply that they would not
know where to look. This indicates autonomy and initiative. It suggests that habits
of independent learning, motivation and social ways of learning may be
transferred from the adults to the children within the sample. The general feeling
of the group was that informal learning was more rewarding and more fun and this
was also reflected in Rothermel’s research findings.



‘For half the sample home-education was a lifestyle choice. Families valued the
freedom and flexibility that home-education brought them and many families
reported not having realised that home education would be so fulfilling and so
much fun.’
(Rothermel, 2002)

Community involvement
The club families are very active in a number of community groups, one parent is
a nursery school governor, for example, and another runs a Sunday school group
for the Unitarians while many others are instructors and participants in a variety
of local interest groups and clubs. In response to the question: are you involved in
any local groups, clubs or community projects? As an instructor/leader - as a
participant/member, all the families who responded ticked as a
participant/member and two families also ticked as an instructor/leader.

Table 3.9.3 Activities outside the home

Are you involved in any local groups, clubs or community projects?

As instructor/leader F1,F2,
As participant/member F1, F2, F3, F4, F5, F6, F7
Comment, EO group participation and nursery governor F5.



Chapter 4
Discussion and Conclusion

The main negative aspect of home education experienced by the Hornsey club
members was the feeling of being ‘different’ in the neighbourhood and being
constantly required to justify and support their choices. As a small group they
lacked legitimacy and acceptance accorded more traditional education approaches.
Two examples of recurrent questions included academic issues such as whether
the children were able to read, write and count, and the issue of socialisation in
terms of whether they had any friends and if they would be able to ‘fit in’ later on
in life (Group discussion, August, 2004). The main positive aspect experienced by
club members was the sense of cohesion and closeness within families that home
education promoted in an environment of intergenerational interaction. The
Hornsey home educating parents felt actively engaged in a two-way transmission
of learning on an everyday basis with their children. It has been argued that
children benefit from having uninterrupted support in developing their own
communication skills and become well equipped to function effectively in
learning contexts based on dialogue and conversation. This may contribute to the
rates of high achievement and socialisation recorded in Rothermel’s tests
conducted with home educated children compared with their peers at school.

Learning as a life skill
One of the central life skills valued and trained by home educating families is
learning itself in a lifelong and lifewide perspective. Life skills are often discussed
as constituting the basis for individuals being able to take effective control of their
lives and this definition would place learning as a focal skill in this respect.
Enabling people to take control of their lives could be considered as a central
purpose of informal education. The distinction between formal and informal
education is that formal life skills education is dictated by what is considered
appropriate by the authorities, while informal life skills education is decided on
the basis of the needs and interests of the local community, family or individual
learner. It would have been interesting to look more closely at the type of learning
engaged in and passed on to children from a gender perspective since fathers
reported attending more courses, conferences and meetings at work while mothers
attended more pre-packaged programmes and were more engaged in self-directed
projects and groups. The Hornsey Club education environment was found to
potentially provide a rich setting for the acquisition and training of life skills
embedded in everyday experience. This approach is linked to the ideas of guided
participation (Rogoff, 1989), guided discovery (Case, 1999) and communities of
practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991) whereby children are involved in observing and
then practicing the skills of older siblings and adults around them.  Paula
Rothermel’s research findings (Rothermel 2002) suggest that a broader scale of
assessment than a purely academic one is needed to measure the nature and
learning outcomes of the home education process of integrated learning in
informal settings and this study suggests that the life skills focus can have
significance also for the acquisition of academic skills.  Rothermel writes,
‘Despite excelling in the academic assessments, the home-educated children
tended not to engage in formal study. There was evidence of these children



picking up reading, maths and other skills without systematic instruction’
(Rothermel, 2002)
 This was reflected by a mother in the Hornsey sample who commented, ‘I try to
encourage a little maths here and there but I don’t really need to as it seems to
come naturally,’ (Interview F5m, August, 2004).
Life skills incorporate traditionally academic knowledge including literacy and
numeracy in a concrete or ‘embedded’ (Donaldson, 1978) context which is
meaningful to those involved. Cooking involves weighing or measuring and then
combining ingredients, shopping and handling money require arithmetic and
reading product names or descriptions. Playing board games involves following
rules, counting and selecting what move is most advantageous. Working out how
much time is needed for travel from A to B and consulting bus or train timetables,
or finding out what time a television programme is on and for how long, are all
part of everyday life and involve academic learning skills in a relevant context
including interpreting, processing information and problem solving. At the same
time, such activities also train and develop a range of essential intrapersonal and
social abilities such as encouraging initiative and independence, fostering
interpersonal skills and reinforcing confidence and self-esteem.

4.1 Socialisation issues
The issue of socialisation among home educated children is understandably
controversial. In a letter to The Times (August 3, 2004), for example, a reader
writes, ‘It amuses me that so many parents take their children out of school
quoting a dislike for ‘conformity’ or ‘regimentation’ while removing them from
any constructive influence other than their own.’ Many of the Hornsey Club
families are involved in activities for environmental and social improvements in
their communities, actively participating, for instance, in recycling and
conservation campaigns as well as sponsored runs, boot sales and other events to
raise money for local causes. The success of their club may reflect this habit of
engagement in the wider community since research suggests that active group
involvement improves community and citizenship skills and fosters an attitude of
active citizenship whereby people tend to take action in the face of social ills
rather than remaining passive and feeling alienated or indifferent. Opportunities
for generating and enhancing social capital are compounded, ‘the phenomenon of
social organization being appropriated as existing social capital for new
purposes’, (Coleman 1990, p. 312), while families are also engaging in diverse
fora for informal learning.

One of the Hornsey parent’s commented, ‘In the playground you learn to fight
your corner, but home-educated children often learn more consideration and better
manners simply because of the daily example they are given. They are not left to
learn from each other because we are there to prompt and guide them’, (Interview
F1m, August 2004). The home educated children in the club were used to being in
groups with adults and children of varying ages and attributes in which they were
encouraged to practice social skills for co-operating with both older and younger
people at different levels of physical and mental development. This context is in
contrast to the streamed peer-based traditional classroom at school. It highlights
one of the crucial aspects of learning skills, the wish and ability to communicate
and co-operate with all sorts of people working towards a common goal.



Independence from the family
As some of the children in the Hornsey club grew older they discovered a need for
independence along with more and closer contact with their peers. This occurred
at the ages of 8 and 9 and both the families concerned supported and encouraged
the children in their wish to attend school which supported the families’ claims in
responses to the questionnaire that they would respect the wishes and interests
expressed by the children. The issue of maturing children and independence from
the family was taken up and discussed frequently at this period in the Club’s
history. Critics of home education have pointed out the disadvantages of the
children being ‘over-protected’ or ‘too exclusively under the wing’ of their
parents. The general consensus among the adults in the Hornsey group was that
the rights of the children to self-determination, privacy and independence should
be respected as far as possible if the children were not at risk (interviews, August
2004). The parents of the two children who wished to start school had looked
closely at local schools. This was of particular importance for the parent of the
child who had been withdrawn from school two years previously after being
bullied. The integration of the four Hornsey Club children into a school
environment after 4 and 5 years of home education would be an interesting topic
to follow and compare with other home educated children who enter school on a
full-time or flexitime basis.

Gender roles
The majority of the Club’s families had one educator at home full-time and this
was mainly, except in one case of shared work from home options, the mother.
This might indicate strong reinforcement of traditional gender roles among the
families in the sample. There were two main explanations given for the gender
role bias in the group: as a financial decision since the father’s income was higher,
and as a lifestyle and rights issue where the mother wished to stay at home with
young children and invest in family life rather than in paid work outside the home.

In common with a large number of home educating families in
earlier studies, some of the mothers in the Hornsey club were qualified teachers.
Among the mothers who were qualified education professionals the choice to use
professional skills at home was partly also explained as a response to the
increased workload at schools demanding longer hours and a greater amount of
work (such as marking tests) taken home, along with loss of control over what
was taught and how. In contrast to teaching at school, these mothers felt that their
professional skills were coming to good use at the same time as they experienced
considerable personal development through the home education project. This
sense of development potential was experienced to be lacking at school due to
scarcity of time and resources (interviews F2m, F5m, F1m). All the mothers who
responded to the questionnaire, however, were involved in other activities during
the week outside the home, while fathers or other adults such as grandparents or
friends were engaged in activities with the children, or while the children attended
clubs or groups. Many fathers felt they took an active role in the home education
project despite working full-time, during evenings, weekends and other free time
such as holidays. Families felt that their arrangements were generally positive
although some working fathers would like to have more time with the family. In
general, a more equal distribution of parental time with children was felt to be
ideal for all concerned although difficult to achieve for work-related and/or
financial reasons. Although the Club sessions observed included at least one



father they were female dominated. The questionnaires were sent out to family
units and were mainly completed by the mothers as those primarily responsible
for being at home with the children. If questionnaires had been sent to mothers
and fathers separately it may have provided more insight into the specific role
played by fathers in the home education project. It was difficult to include this
perspective in the current study since most contact was with mothers and the
daytime sessions observed included mainly mothers. It was pointed out, however,
that this gender imbalance is also true of many educational environments for
primary school children.

A network for learning
The national network EO was practically important in negotiating collective
financial agreements such as insurance cover, the cost of subscriptions to
resources and entrance fees to events and places of interest which were often free
for schools. EO was also able to put parents in touch with experts and specialists
such as specialist teachers, psychologists or counsellors and doctors, which would
otherwise occur via school. Despite some financial constraints resulting from
parents spending many hours each week on unpaid child-rearing and education
tasks rather than in full-time paid employment, devoting this time to the family
was generally experienced as a positive lifestyle choice improving well-being and
quality of life for all family members. As a small minority, parents who educate
their children at home are very dependent on the larger network represented by
Education Otherwise for the exchange of ideas and best practice, to promote their
interests, maintain contacts and, very importantly, to provide legitimacy. The
network has an important role in maintaining a number of cross-organisational
links both with education and other authorities as well as with cultural centres and
resource providers. The organisation performs a co-ordinating function by putting
local families in touch with each other for support and shared activities, with
specialists or with other organisations as well as by providing information about
national issues, local events and projects. The home education network can be
seen as an example of social organisation for pooling the resources and sharing
the benefits of its members, ‘facilitating the achievement of goals that could not
be achieved in its absence or could be achieved only at a higher cost’, (Coleman
1990, p. 304).
 ‘Information is important in providing a basis for action’, (Ibid., p. 310) and in a
self-help network the flow and exchange of information to and between members
has a central function. The main tools used by the Education Otherwise network
in circulating information is through the newsletters, meetings or events and the
linking function the network performs. Information exchanged between
individuals and groups can also have the effect of reinforcing certain approaches
and values cementing group cohesion and enforcing norms upon which a broad
but more collectively agreed approach is based. In this way parents who might
otherwise have an exclusively academic high achievement focus or others who
may believe that certain things are unsuitable from a gender perspective, for
example, might be encouraged and supported in trying other approaches or testing
a wider range of materials. In the same way, parents may be influenced and
supported in using methods such as informal learning approaches which other
families have found successful despite LEA requests for curricula and lesson
plans. It was found that those who had been home educating the longest in the
Hornsey club were less interested in using the national curriculum as a ‘guideline’



of what their children should learn. It was also found that new families tended to
start off with a more structured and planned approach which gradually became
more ‘relaxed’. Outcomes of group interaction could be therefore discerned in the
subtle changes in attitudes and behaviour of new families joining the club and the
network.

From feeling obliged to prove that they engaged in ‘education’ by
imposing structure through producing plans and measuring results, they quickly,
and apparently without difficulty, relaxed into the less formal approaches
prevalent within the club in a process of fitting in by adapting to prevalent norms.
This may indicate norms being established within this group and these may reflect
those promoted within the EO network in general. The development of attitudes
and values is a key objective of informal education, along with valuing people’s
experiences and feelings (Jeffs and Smith, 1999). The social cohesion created
within the network and within the local clubs for home educating families is very
important for members. As a minority group, contact with families who have a
similar lifestyle is crucial for a sense of belonging, acknowledgement and
legitimacy, so the construction of norms within such a group might be very
effective.

Rothermel (2002) found that ‘families often felt isolated within their
communities although this was not of their choosing’ and that the ‘related feeling
of being different was given as the main disadvantage of home-education’ (Ibid.).
The function of information and a continuing dialogue around issues arising is
described as of central significance to the members of the Hornsey group. This
creates and perpetuates an open atmosphere to sharing and distributing
information, advice and practical help and support, in other words, a social setting
conducive to informal learning exchanges. The prospective EO contact from the
Hornsey Group (F1m) describes the task as follows:
My home ed. friend L and I are probably jointly taking on the role of Education
Otherwise Local Contact for North London. We've just inquired about what it
would entail, as the current Local Contact has resigned. Since the Club has done
really well and is very popular (now 25 families and a waiting list), we've started
up a Club Bulletin to keep everyone in on the loop of news and things, so in a
way, we're already doing much of what I expect a Local Contact to do. L is
registered with the LEA so she can cover inspectors' visits, whilst we (still
undercover and not LEA registered) can support newcomers and current home ed
bods more generally. It's all quite exciting and makes us all feel that we are part of
a bigger picture, rather than an isolated group of weirdos!’ (e-mail correspondence
F1m, April 2004)

Co-operation within the network
The diversity of convictions and approaches places interesting demands on the EO
network which aims to be inclusive and reciprocal for all members through
encouraging active participation with members helping and supporting each other
on a voluntary basis. Within the network the diverse resources of the members are
mobilised for a common goal. The goal of this network is a commitment to home-
based education within the family and this generates shared values in working
together for a common good which can potentially create a bridge between
different groups despite the considerable level of diversity of values and
backgrounds. The functional success of the network is dependent on
communication, co-operation, trust and, not least, tolerance. Participation in the



network may also illustrate Lave and Wenger’s model of situated learning (Lave
and Wenger, 1991) in which members learn through relationships with each other
in a community of practice. If successful, the social skills and competence
developed by interacting with others in such a network can enhance the values of
co-operation and engagement which can be transmitted to the children. So despite
missing out on the social encounters offered by a school environment, the EO
children may be experiencing a varied informal learning forum for the acquisition
and development of a wide range of skills and interests, not least social and
informal learning skills, through the home education network to which their
families belong.

4.2 What learning approaches were encouraged?
The findings indicated that the home education families in the Hornsey Club as
well as many of the families who were members of the Education Otherwise
network and contributed articles to the EO newsletter, did make extensive,
although not exclusive, use of a predominantly ‘informal’ education approach as
defined in Chapter 2. With the general aim of fulfilling the educational needs of
their children, their objectives were to encourage self-directed and autonomous
learning based on children’s interests and capacities as far as possible. To this end
they expressed a concern to become attuned to the children’s signals and respond
to the children’s own active learning processes rather than take over and instruct,
imposing their own curricula or expectations. This approach was felt to work
successfully for the families in the Hornsey Club and none expressed concern that
their children were missing out on or lacking essential skills taught at school. The
benefits of home education included the addition of a number of other skills and
abilities that parents believed the children had learnt and were acquiring. These
included independence and initiative, creativity, courage to test new approaches
and try new things, openness and trust in relation to other children and adults
along with an egalitarian approach in teaching/learning and other relationships,
and the ability to ‘make connections’ or to ‘think outside the box’. Above all, the
parents felt that their families were all discovering to value and enjoy learning in a
social context. It would be interesting to study how these children apply and
develop their learning skills later on in life. Learning was seen as a life skill for
being able to cope in later life as well as a source of pleasure and self-fulfilment.
Parents imparted life skills to the children primarily by means of role modelling,
with children discovering through observation and guided and then autonomous
participation. Learning skills could be seen to be imparted in the same way as
other life skills such as cooking or social skills and all the parents in the group felt
themselves to be experienced and relatively successful learners and therefore
positive role models in this respect. This appeared to be one of the keys to why
these parents chose home education. They valued learning highly and had the
confidence to believe that they could learn alongside their children in a mutual
process of finding out. A further key factor here was the crucial role of social
learning. None of the club parents felt able or wanted to educate their children at
home in isolation from a wider community. This is also reflected in the high level
of activity and contribution of members to the national network Education
Otherwise. Integrated learning in everyday contacts and activities applied to both
adults and children.

Crucial social network



The wider context of the club enabled parents to gain a more distanced
perspective through talking to other parents who knew their children and saw
them interact in various activities on a regular basis at club meetings. Parents also
valued the opportunity to exchange ideas, concerns and advice with other club
parents in similar circumstances involved in the same project. This promoted
bonding within the group and cemented trust which helped members when
conflicts or problems with children arose. The broader context of the national
network Education Otherwise was also experienced as very valuable and
supportive, especially for lending a sense of legitimacy and belonging to families
who were sometimes made to feel like ‘a group of weirdos’ (e-mai l
correspondence, F1m, April 2004). It could be seen that being part of a wider
social network fulfilled some crucial functions for the home educating families,
both in terms of providing a social base for the process of learning exchanges and
evaluation, as well as providing input and support in a major undertaking which
might otherwise run the risk of a sense of isolation and loss of direction. The
social network was found to be a cornerstone in the use and processes of informal
and incidental learning enabling parents to construct and pursue their own models
of education.

Learning for pleasure
The families all engaged frequently in traditional educational activities such as
reading, writing, regular visits to museums or heritage sites, cultural events,
activities involving construction with various materials, puzzles, numbers or
problem solving. They did so spontaneously and for pleasure. This appeared to be
true of both children and adults. The children often commented constructively on
activities entered into voluntarily and were not observed to dismiss any tasks or
experiences as ‘boring’. All the children observed, even the very young ones,
seemed relatively adept at initiating activities and occupying themselves alone or
with others. Applicable to both the children and adults was involvement in clubs,
societies or groups outside the home representing other arenas rich in
opportunities for informal or incidental social learning. These included groups
linked to church, choirs, drama, waste recycling, exercise or sports, fund raising
and, not least, activities with other home education families. The general
enthusiasm for learning meant that club members were open and adaptable to
many fora for learning, including formal courses and e-learning, and actually
made use of a wide range of educational provision and opportunities on a scale
from traditional education to incidental learning.

Evaluation
The families studied had harnessed informal and incidental learning to meet their
own aims and objectives in educating their children while at the same time
entering a learning process themselves. All the families had experienced their
choice of home education being called into question and had considered and
reconsidered their choices and approaches frequently since beginning to home
educate. It was notable that all the parents were concerned to record and/or
document their home education activities and included various development
markers of their children’s learning processes. The method of evaluation used was
primarily based on reflection in action and reflection on action. Conversation
represented the main tool for discovering children’s understanding or difficulties,
and any changes or developments in their ideas or the connections they were



making. Feedback was then immediate. The parents employed various habits of
monitoring themselves in their interactions with the children. They often shared
and distributed tips for activities or materials that they found successful and
popular to other club families and beyond via the channels of the national
network. They shared their own particular interests by holding drama or paper
engineering sessions or by arranging visits to places they found exciting. The
various responses of other adults and children were then shared and discussed
promoting modifications and spin-off activities or materials in a dynamic flow of
interaction. Evaluation was therefore a central factor in the learning process for
the adults and children in the group. The club members seemed very open to
trying new things and rethinking the familiar and were quick to adapt to changes.
Outcomes of the same learning experience could be very diverse, so sensitivity
and flexibility were a precondition for this approach.

Provision and participation
Greater awareness of home education approaches among LEA inspectors could
greatly increase the ability to monitor home educated children’s well-being and
progress effectively as well as improve communication and the scope for support
and cooperation between the LEA and home educating families. Options such as
flexi-schooling could be studied and documented. Appreciation of the integrated
learning processes at work in family learning could also contribute as a valuable
tool in helping schools and community learning centres become better attuned to
the widely differing needs and wishes of an increasingly heterogeneous base of
learners. Rather than being one-way providers of education services, schools
could develop towards becoming more accessible to cooperation to encourage
greater diversity, serving as learning centres for the local community by
encouraging parents to participate in and contribute to the school rather than
simply being served by it. This may provide mutual insight into and increase
appreciation of approaches for improving achievement which are not based on
exams and peer competition. Parental involvement in children’s education could
potentially be harnessed to redress damage caused by negative experiences of
education among adults, and thereby play a remedial role in promoting positive
attitudes to learning by interrupting the transfer of negative attitudes to education
from parents to children, ‘the family context does not affect only the early years
of learning. It can provide the critical support mechanism throughout a child’s
formal education, interpreting, discussing and underpinning what goes on in
school and adding social, cultural and citizenship skills to classroom learning’,
(Bentley, 1998). Rather than addressing problems in schools in relative isolation
from the community, with the result that an increasing number of parents opt out,
closer cooperation and acceptance of contributions from the families schools
serve, could exploit existing learning channels such as home education and other
minority group networks to address these issues on a broader, more firmly
grounded and more inclusive front. A need has been identified by policy-makers
for learning cultures in which individuals acquire the skills and motivation for
continuing to seek and make the most of learning opportunities in their everyday
lives both in formal, non-formal and informal contexts. The ability to do this
relies heavily on a spirit of openness and tolerance, trust, and the desire to engage
with others. These factors are an inherent feature of successful relationships and
social life. Equally important are positive experiences of learning and a confident
identity as a learner either established in childhood as early as during the pre-



school years, or gained much later with considerable effort remedially. Informal
education approaches are commonly employed, for example, by youth and
community workers, probation officers, health workers, social workers and
counsellors and those working with marginalised or excluded groups and
individuals (Jeffs and Smith, 1999). Positive learning is closely associated with
personal fulfilment, successful relationships based on justice and equality and
social and community participation. Although less tangible and more difficult to
evaluate than institutional educational experiences, the significance and benefits
of learning outside institutions are becoming increasingly recognised as a valuable
educational resource, not least because of the recognition of learning diversity and
multiple intelligences (Gardener, 1983) along with the issue of accessibility
(Cullen DfEE, 1999). Greater understanding of the ways in which individual
children and adults learn is alerting educators and parents to the shortcomings of
the traditional school setting and curriculum, at the same time as economic
management practices and financial cut-backs generate increasing demand for
measurable results for ranking school quality, ‘Long-established traditions about
the organization of the school will need to be reviewed to provide appropriate
flexibility in practices currently characterised by detailed and standardized
curricula, classrooms organised by age or grade divisions and ability tracking,
fixed and narrow timetables, authoritarian teaching and assessment styles, and
rote learning’, (Hasan,1996, p37). Educators and parents are becoming more open
to education alternatives. Enhancing non-classroom learning environments and
relationships may provide useful insights into ways of fostering an integrated
learning approach applicable in many settings. The provision of education for all
is expected to demand the active participation of actors beyond traditional
education, ‘Flexible learning environments that straddle the divides between the
home, the workplace and the community are the key to satisfying this demand.
The provision of high-quality education and training early in life is important but
not sufficient. This foundation must be complemented by adequate learning
opportunities beyond traditional schooling’ (OECD1996, p39). Initiatives
developing from alternative education such as home education, self-help learning
groups and networks, family-based and intergenerational learning, community and
extended schools, for instance, might suggest valuable options for more flexible
learning facilities and approaches.

Conclusion
This study set out to examine the relationships, processes and values associated
with learning in the Hornsey Home Educators’ Club. Key factors in the
application of learning approaches by these home educators included:

• seeking out or creating stimulating settings for discovery and
experimentation,

• participation in a variety of contexts for social interaction and exchange,
• creation of channels for active transferral of life skills and values,
• evaluation to promote development through conversation and exchange,
• openness to harness non-preconceived and diverse learning outcomes.

Having embarked on the project of home-educating their children, a number of
benefits were experienced which encouraged families to continue with home
education and get satisfaction from it. These included:

• Control over lifestyle choices such as time spent and experiences shared
with the family, improved bonding and cohesion.



• Choice to focus on parenting and investment of personal and professional
skills in the family and local community in a manner chosen by the
individual.

• Excitement and sense of discovery in facilitating and sharing in the
emergence of their children’s internal curricula and interests as they
master the world around them.

• Participation and investment in social relations generating personal
development rewards and challenges, with a sense of community in
working towards a common goal.

Discussions between club members concerning family centred lifestyle choices
and children’s education often included a vision of a ‘different kind of school’
capable of integrating the factors listed above to generate a more holistic view of
education including creativity, cooperation, ethics and life skills. All the families
in the Hornsey club were optimistic that they would be able to cater for the
changing educational and social needs of their children as they grew older and felt
that informal home education would continue to play an important though
probably not an exclusive role. This was generally based on the view that
interactive learning in a home-based context was affirmative, effective and fun.



Appendix 1
Questionnaire

Section I
1. Family members involved in home education.
Number of adults: ________________
Age/s___________________________
Number of children: _______________
Age/s ___________________________
Sex _____________________________
If the children’s grandparents are involved please describe their role briefly.

__________________________________________________________________
______

2. What is your own educational background? Please tick where
relevant

Formal schooling completed:
Compulsory (to 16)
Upper secondary (16+)

Non-formal education:
Educated at home by family
Educated at home by tutors
O t h e r  ( p l e a s e
specify):___________________________________________________

Higher education completed:
Vocational training
University -  No. of full-time years?
Teacher/pedagogical training
Other (please specify)
_______________________________________________________________
______

3. How does your family manage the practical aspects of home
education.

One educator at home full-time
Educator/s work from home
Two educators at home co-ordinating part-time/job share/shift or night work
(please specify)
_______________________________________________________________
______
O t h e r  ( p l e a s e  s p e c i f y )
_______________________________________________________________
_______
4. Have you applied for any LEA support (resources or financial) for

educating your child/ren at home?
No
Yes
If yes, please specify.
__________________________________________________________
5. How many years have you been educating your child/ren at home?
6. Has your child/have any of your children attended formal schooling?

No



Yes

7. Would you consider (re)introducing your child/any of your children to
formal schooling in the future?
No
Yes



Section II

Planned activities
How often do you engage in:
Planned structured activities
Every day
less than < Every week >  more than
Planned group activities:
Every day
less than < Every week >  more than
Regular local activities (at libraries, swimming baths, music groups, clubs, sports
activities etc):
Every day
less than < Every week >  more than

National curriculum
How much importance do you attach to following the national curriculum?
1 (none) 2 3 4 5 (follow it closely)

Life skills
How much weight do you give to life skills training (cooking, managing money,
repairing toys, caring for pets, household jobs etc.)?
1 (very l i t t le)  2 3 4  5  (very
much)

Financial constraints
To what extent do you feel that financial constraints restrict your choice of
activities or themes?
1(very much)2 3 4 5 (not at all)

Activities outside the home
Are you involved in any local groups, clubs or community projects?
As an instructor/leader
As a participant/member

Educators as learners
How do you update your own knowledge and skills as educators?
Please specify briefly (list resources or activities)



Appendix 2
Summary of data: The Hornsey Home Educators’ Club

Families(entire Club) 10
No. of parents 19
No. of children 18
Sample families 7

Sample families (7)
Single parent families 1
Age of parents 41/44, 34/46, 36, 40+, 37/33, 42/38,

30+
Educational background Tertiary: vocational, university or

both
At least 3 years full-time/5 years
part-time

Education-related professionals 6
Primary school teachers 2
Active participation of grandparents 3 families
Home/working arrangements
Flexi-time
Work from home

One parent home full time

1 + partner works from home part-
time
6 (mothers)

No. of children per family 2, 4, 1, 1, 2, 2, 3

Length of time educated at home
(respondents)

Between 1 to 8 years

Possibility of going to school in the
future (respondents)
No
Yes/possibly

2 families
5 families but only if the children
ask to try it

Entire club (10 families)
Parental background
Country of origin Cyprus 1

Guyana 2
New Zealand 1
Britain 15

Children Boys 7
Girls 11

Age distribution Age
9
8
7
6
5

No.
2
4
1
3
1



4
3
2
1<

2
3
1
1

Children who have attended school
deregistered from school
Never attended school

2

16
Children still attending school or
attending part-time/flexi-schooling

1 (attending school full-time not
included in 18 home educated
children)



Appendix 3
Informal interview questions

Community engagement/ Settings for informal learning
1. Are you a member of any other clubs, societies, associations, interest

groups etc.

Adult education activities/ Settings for formal learning
     2. Have you recently attended/are you attending/do you plan to attend any
courses, seminars or lectures?

Information flow and transferability
3. Adults: Where would you look for information about......

A. Other HE club members
B. E O  n e t w o r k

newsletters/website
C. The Internet
D. Library
E. Magazines, newspapers, TV

F. Friends/neighbours/relatives
G. LEA/hea l th  cen t re / loca l

authority
H. Consumer info for products, ads

Other (please specify)

1. HE issues, new legislation
2. Teaching methods/activities/ideas
3. New educational materials/IT
resources
4.Welfare, Health & Safety, nutrition
issues
5. Local community issues

2. Children: Where would you look.....

I. Other HE club members
J. The Internet
K. Library

L. TV, newspaper, adverts, posters
M. Friends/relatives

Other (please explain)
1. to find out about sharks or electricity
2. to find out about things to do, places
to visit
3.  to find out about new books,
computer games, films, music
4. to find out about sleepwalking,
mumps
5. to find out about fun runs, events in
the park



Appendix 4
Observation notes template

Date:
Location:
Main activity:

Adults Children
Participants

Activities

No. of groups, members

I n t e r / i n t r a  g r o u p
combinations

Incidents/events

Comments/questions

Actions/behaviour

Issues arising
Comments
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