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Abstract

A growing number of parents are choosing not to send their children to school to educate
them at home. This is also happening in Italy, where home education has started arousing
scholars’ interest. We cannot dismiss it as local vogue: it is an international and diverse trend
that is likely bound to grow. Moreover, during the last months, the restrictions and the
concerns related to the COVID-19 epidemic have been a catalyst for many families
worldwide who were already sceptical of the traditional school system and started home
educating their children. To better understand this many-sided phenomenon, a look capable
of holding its micro-, meso-, and macro-levels is particularly needed. This paper provides an
analysis of the homeschooling movement considering the international literature on the topic
and an ethnographic study conducted on the parents’ point of view in Italy. I will claim that
the geo-temporal diffusion of home education bears witness to some characteristics of our
contemporary society e.g. the emergence of intensive parenting, the reported loss of social
prestige and authority of teachers, and the general narrowing of the epistemic gap between
professional and lay visions. Lastly, it calls attention to the tension between mass schooling
and the growing demand for more individualised learning paths.
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Introduction

Homeschooling or elective home education (EHE) is a growing global alternative to
conventional education (Cheng & Donnelly, 2019; Gaither, 2017). This paper explores some
of the socio-anthropological reasons for the diffusion of this educational choice in
contemporary society, with a focus on the Italian context. The main purpose is to present a
theoretical lens to the analysis of home education choice drawing from two main sources: a
literature review and an exploratory ethnographic study I conducted in Italy between January
2019 and January 2020 (Chinazzi, 2020).

I will define the topic by highlighting its core characteristics, present the context of the
empirical study, illustrate the methodology and finally trace a theoretical analysis.

The central thesis of this contribution is that EHE is not a fringe movement with no
connection with the mainstream educational culture, even in some contexts—such as Italy—
where it is little practised. I will argue that it is the ultimate expression of some wider trends
of contemporary society that have contributed to reshaping parents and teachers’
responsibilities. Specifically, I will refer to the intensive parenting ideology and the growing
distrust in experts and institutions that is affecting the educational settings.

This analytical perspective supports the relevance of home education as a research topic, not
only because it is a fascinating phenomenon itself, but also because—in a broader sense—it
challenges modern conceptions of schooling, education, and the family (Kunzman & Gaither,
2020).

Topic and Context

During the school closures, which took place in most countries in an effort to limit the spread
of COVID-19, a form of home-based distance education was adopted. By taking advantage of
the Internet, it helped to mitigate the disruption of children’s education. This situation has
entailed a reconsideration of home-school partnerships and blurred the boundaries between
teachers and parents’ roles, demanding an increase of involvement to the latter (Thorell ef al.,
2020), especially to mothers (Petts, Carlson & Pepin, 2020).

Nevertheless, this arrangement did not coincide with homeschooling or elective home
education in the sense these terms have been usually defined in the scholarly literature in the
last decades. Homeschooling or home education is the education of children "within the home
setting, independent of the formal schooling context, and usually overseen by parents’
(Hardin & Farrell, 2003, p.125).

Distance education during the school closures was not, as Gaither (2017) defined
homeschooling, ‘a deliberately chosen alternative to institutional school’ (p. 7), but the
pragmatic and temporary use of the home to educate children.

In this paper, we are specifically referring to home education as a parent-led practice that
mainly takes place at home, a controversial issue in our contemporary society (Dwyer &
Peters, 2019) that is not universally recognised as a legal option.

In Italy, compulsory education starts at 6 years of age and lasts for 10 years up to 16 years of
age. It can be fulfilled by attendance in a school or through home education. In this country,



home education is a legal and regulated instructional option, formally called Istruzione
parentale. It is an uncommon choice since it has just begun to be known by some parents as a
viable educational alternative. As a result, it has only recently started arousing Italian
scholars’ interest (see for example these recent publications: Chinazzi, 2020; Di Motoli, 2019;
Giovanelli & Piromalli, 2021; Leonora, 2019).

Parents who wish to home educate in Italy must annually notify education officials of their
decision and self-declare they have the technical and/or economic capacity to home educate
their children (legislative decree 297/1994), while children are required to sit a non-
standardised exam at a public school every year (legislative decree 62/2017).

Despite these regulations, it is not possible to determine the actual number of home-schooled
students: the annual notification is required to all the families whose children are not enrolled
in a public school but could perhaps attend private institutions that are neither scuole statali
(State-run schools) nor scuole paritarie (non-State schools recognised by the State as having
the same status of State schools).

The data reported in figure 1 show the increasing number of students formally declared in
Istruzione parentale in the last four school years. Among those, there is an indeterminable
number of home-educated children. Therefore, the graph does not shed light on the
quantitative dimension of the specific phenomenon of EHE but bears witness to the growing
distrustful attitude towards conventional education. It also shows there has been a steep
increase from the last school year with a growth rate of 161% (while the average growth rate
of the previous years was less than 19%). This boost must be contextualised in the pandemic.
For some parents, home education could have been just a temporary solution to tackle the
uncertainty they were experiencing; but the COVID-19 epidemic has also worked as a
window of opportunity or a catalyst for many families who were already sceptical of the
traditional school system and started home educating their children.
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Figure 1: Numbers of Students (6-16 Y.O.) Officially Declared in Istruzione Parentale in
Italy in the Last Four School Years. Elaborated from Data Gathered by the Statistical Office
of the Ministry of Education, University and Research, Requested by Email by the Author

Methodology

The following theoretical analysis is based on the literature and insights from the fieldwork.

I have performed a non-systematic hermeneutic literature review (Smythe & Spence, 2012;
Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2014; Efron & Ravid, 2019) on the international literature on



the phenomenon of EHE. The theoretical discussion will be supported through insights from
an ethnography study conducted from January 2019 and 2020 on the parents’ point of view in
Italy.

An interpretive ethnographic approach was chosen in order to explore in-depth the reasons
and the experiences of some families who chose to home educate in a specific context. The
strategies used to carry out the study were netnographic observations (Kozinets, 2010) on an
Internet community, participant observation at five homeschool gatherings, and ten
unstructured interviews with home educators (eight mothers and two fathers). The main
purpose of the study was to explore the parental ethnotheories (Harkness & Super, 1996), i.e.,
the beliefs of these parents on children, education, and family.

The fieldwork and the literature review provided the author with a glocal perspective, with a
privileged viewpoint on a specific context that is conceived as a ‘glocality’ (Meyrowitz, 2005):
unique in many ways but also influenced by global trends.

Common Roots for a Complex Phenomenon

Homeschooling is an umbrella term since it refers to a variety of approaches, motives, and
experiences. As Kunzman (2009) pointed out 'describing the typical homeschool family is
not unlike describing the typical public school family — the range of demographics,
philosophies and practices make such a generalization practically impossible’ (p. 312).

Parents’ motivation to home educate has been one of the major issues in the scholarship on
this phenomenon (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020). Empirical research has identified
heterogeneous motives. The major motivations in the literature are, according to Gaither’s
analysis (2017), the following:

religious-grounded motivations, academic-anchored reasons, school environment-focused
motivations, and family-based rationales. In Italy, conservative and religious parents tend to
prefer the traditional school model (Di Motoli, 2019). In this context, parents are led to the
decision to home educate more frequently by concerns about the school environment or
academic preparation, the desire to provide tailored instruction, and special educational needs
of the children that parents perceived are not being met by the teachers. Most of the motives
declared by parents can be traced back to the general dissatisfaction with mainstream schools
and the belief that home education is the best educational option for the child and the family.

As a growing area of scholarship has pointed out, not all parents are driven by an actual a
priori conviction: some of them are 'second-choicers’ (Lois, 2017) or 'accidental home
educators’ (English, 2021) who perceived home education as 'the only option’ (Maxwell et al.,
2018), a last resort out of frustration after an experience with conventional schools. Parents
of gifted children (Jolly & Matthews, 2013) or children with educational special needs
(Kendall & Taylor, 2016; Maxwell et al., 2018; Morse & Bell, 2018) fit more frequently into
this category.

In the following sections, the topic will be approached from a big-picture perspective, able to
keep these diverse motives together. The aim is to answer the question: how does the
phenomenon of elective home education fit in the wider contemporary society? I will claim
that, in most cases, home educators are not to be considered as a cultural enclave, but the



exacerbation of some ongoing trends in the parenting culture and the wider society that have
contributed to rethinking parents and teachers’ roles and responsibilities.

EHE: The Ideology of Intensive Parenting and the Redefinition of the Expertise

One of the frameworks employed by scholars to describe homeschooling families is
'intensive parenting’ (Aurini & Davies, 2005; Lois, 2012, 2017; Baker, 2019) that is a
frequently reified social construction according to which rearing should be 'child-centered,
expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labor intensive, and financially expensive’ (Hays,
1996:8), especially for mothers. It works as a cultural script: in the practice, it may generate
different responses according to individual, gender, and cultural differences.

The intensification of parenting is not a universally implemented model but a pervasive
standard, influenced by the neoliberal ideology and policies (Crozier 2019). It has spread
especially in the Anglophone world and in parts of Europe, but some studies have pointed out
that the intensification of parenting is gradually becoming a truly global trend (Faircloth et al.,
2013).

Intensive parenting is frequently addressed as 'intensive mothering’ (Lois, 2012, 2017; Baker
2019) by the authors who stress it is a gender-specific theory originally developed by Hays
(1996). Although a 'new model father’ mirroring intensive mothering has been fostered by
policymakers and experts, dominant ideologies of motherhood and fatherhood seem to
remain very different (Faircloth, 2014). Every analysis based on this conceptual framework
must take into account a potential difference in the parents’ involvement in heteroparental
families, with fathers still reluctant (often unconsciously) to detach from the breadwinner
ethics and hence, for instance, less likely to become stay-at-home caregivers than mothers.

This cultural model is fuelled by what has been called "parental determinism’ (Furedi, 2008),
i.e., the belief that parents and their parenting are the main determinants of children’s
development and future success. This causalist reading has led to an expansion of parental
responsibility or, as Faircloth (2014) put it, an 'inflation of the parenting role’, encouraging
greater involvement in children’s lives, including their education.

Contemporary home education has been described as the ultimate form of parental
involvement in a child’s education (Neuman & Aviram, 2015) and can be neatly seen as an
expression of the intensive parenting ideology. Home education often entails a financial
effort and, above all, emotional labour to deal with the added stress to the child-rearing
‘conventional’ practices and the anxiety related to the high self-expectations that the
internalisation of intensive parenting produces (Baker 2019; Faircloth & Murray 2015; Lois,
2012).

The effort to arrange temporally and financially expansive experiences for the children was a
recurrent theme I abstracted from the interviews to the participants of the ethnographic study,
parents engaged in home education in Italy. One of them, a 39-year-old woman and working-
class single mother, admitted: "Whether it is right or wrong, I live my life for my kid"'. Her
proud tone clashed with the diplomatic opening, revealing her awareness that the intensive
parenting ideal is not shared by everyone.

! Interview 16/12/2019.



In this 'new’ parenting culture, child-rearing practices are not meant to be improvised but
thought, studied, and learned. Furedi (2008) pointed out that in recent years parenting has
become a difficult job, marked by constant anxiety. The requirements for parental care have
increased, legitimising the influence of professional experts, a phenomenon he called
'professionalization of parenting’. Yet child-rearing advice has become more and more
unstable (Lee et al, 2014), encouraging public conflicts and parents’ hesitancy.

The diffusion of intensive parenting has consequences in reshaping the boundaries between
parents and teachers’ roles and responsibilities because intensive parents are more likely to
challenge teacher professionalism by intervening in their child’s schooling undermining the
practitioners (Crozier, 2019). This aspect is exacerbated in the case of EHE since parents
decide to take complete responsibility for their children’s education.

EHE and the Redefinition of the Expertise

The challenge of teachers is legitimised by an ongoing cultural shift, i.e., the narrowed social
gap between professional and lay visions that also affects the educational field. In the
classification of the Global Teacher Status Index of 2018 (Dolton et al., 2018), elaborated by
the Varkey Foundation, Italy was the 33™ out of the 35 countries included in the study and
the last of the European countries involved.
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Figure 2: The Varkey Foundation Global Teacher Status Index 2018 (GTSI, 2018).

Dei (2015) warned that the social status of this profession is substantially worse in teachers’
perceptions than it is in reality, i.e., in public opinion. Even in this scenario, it is significant to
notice that the attitude of some parents has contributed to the diffusion of the cliché that
teachers have low social prestige and are deprived of their authority.

This critical attitude towards teachers can be related to renowned sociological readings on
contemporary western societies claiming that public trust in experts has declined
considerably (Beck et al., 1992). Among the proximate reasons of the recent past for this
wane, we can identify the role of the above-mentioned conflicting pluralism of experts and
the Internet.



The Internet search engines and social media have played a pivotal role in the diffusion and
decentralisation of knowledge, but some scholars have pointed out that the other side of the
coin is the 'flattening of expertise’ (Brabazon 2006). With knowledge being accessible,
experts can be more easily questioned by everyone.

The hypothesis is that deepening distrust in experts and institutions have led intensive parents
to self-select the experts' views to endorse or choose to rely on themselves. The participants
of my ethnographic study were generally relucted to identify just a few experts or theories
that inspired their child-rearing practices, moving towards a do-it-yourself education. For
instance, one of the interlocutors of the study said: 'I am for the multipedagogy’”. Likewise,
another home educator told me: 'l think everyone is stuck on his own [perspective]. There is
only Steiner, only Montessori! We [as parents] take the good from each of them”.

The individualisation of the educational practices was extremely important to these parents.
In the words of three of my interlocutors: '‘Schools don’t respect the individual, but the
system, the schedule, the deadlines™; T’'m not against school education but [...] teachers
didn’t see him [my child] as an individual’; '[The school] wasn’t suitable for their
characteristics—in my opinion. A thing that really affected... // concerned us was the
levelling, the unbelievable standardization’. In the ethnographic study emerged that one of
the most recurrent motives to home educate was the discrepancy between what the school
could offer and the child’s particular characteristics.

In this parenting culture, children are seen as unique learners, but conventional instructional
strategies are not meant to address the individual learning characteristics, besides the explicit
recognition of special educational needs and disabilities for some pupils.

This contemporary educational issue has been tackled by Tomlinson (2014) who provided an
operational framework to implement differentiated instruction in the classroom, drawing
from different teaching methods to suit the interests, needs and abilities of all learners.
Barriers to its application, such as the overload assigned to teachers and time constraints (Al-
Shaboul, Al-Azaizeh & Al-Dosari 2020), remind us of the wider difficulty to fulfil a project
of both personalised and mass education, an unresolved tension that is encouraging many
families to withdraw their children from public schools to home educate.

Conclusions

Parent-led elective home education is a growing educational option in Italy and worldwide. In
this contribution, an empirically-informed theoretical approach was adopted to reflect on
some aspects of contemporary society that are contributing to the growth of elective home
education in some cultural contexts. The analysis presented here is underpinned by the idea
that homeschooling families can be observed as magnifying glasses of cultural trends that are
embedded in the wider parenting culture and are redefining the role of teachers and parents.

Methodologically, a hermeneutic strategy was employed to combine the insights from an
ethnographic study on a non-representative sample in Italy with the international literature on
the topic. Aware of the limitations of this approach, the analysis does not aim at neutrally

> Interview 16/09/2019.

? Interview 16/12/2019, same interlocutor of note 1.

* Interview 16/12/2019, same interlocutor of notes 1 and 3.

> Interview 10/12/2019.

® Interview 16/09/2019, husband of the interlocutor of note 2. The couple was interviewed simultaneously.



describing a matter of fact but attempts—from a local perspective—to open a critical
reflection on this rapidly evolving phenomenon.

The parent-led practice of home education is a 'significant choice’ due to its serious
implications (Guterman & Neuman, 2017) whose general premise is found in the desire of
parents to directly control the education of their children within the context of the family
home (Jolly & Matthews, 2020). It can be framed as a reaction grounded in the widespread
loss of trust in the public educational school system (Leonora, 2019) and a certain conception
of childhood and parental involvement (Aurini & Davies, 2005; Neuman & Aviram, 2003;
Lois, 2017).

In a social landscape marked by a growing scepticism towards mainstream expertise, teachers’
professionalism is contested by intensive parents who desire to provide their children with a
tailored education. In this contribution, I have argued that the diffusion of the intensive
parenting ideology and the growing mistrust in experts and institutions are informing the
contemporary parenting cultures. These culture trends may intertwine, (re)shaping home-
school relations. The ultimate expression of this reconfiguration can be found in the case of
elective home education.

Moreover, these cultural trends challenge the school system to reaffirm teachers’ expertise in
new ways and to rethink its role by negotiating between the necessity to guarantee public
education to everyone and the demand for more attention to students’ individual differences.
In this perspective, home educators bear witness to the wider and growing demand for
individualised—or even personalised—education that cannot easily be fulfilled in a
conventional school context.
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