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No place like home

Cera Murtagh considers the home education movement in Scotland

Education starts at home but should

it stay there? More than 700 parents

in Scotland believe so. For this group issues

like class sizes, pupil-teacher ratios,

curriculum reform and bullying are of

little worry. For most, the key to education

is freedom – giving their children unfettered

reign to learn what they want, when

they want, in the way they want – outside

of the confines of the classroom.

The very idea may raise eyebrows

amongst more traditional parents, teachers

and educationalists but it is one that is

increasing in appeal in Scotland. Schoolhouse,

the Scottish charity that provides

support for home-schooling parents,

recently reported a major upsurge in

enquiries with almost 100 in the first week

of August. Still a minority market no

doubt but one that cannot be dismissed as

the ‘hippy fringe’. So why are more parents

opting for the route less travelled?

Issues of bullying, lack of support for

children with additional support needs

in schools, religious beliefs and even the

credit crunch certainly lie behind the

shift. But according to Karen Sneddon, a

home educator of two from Fife, the educational

benefits of home schooling far

outweigh those of formal education. By

allowing children to embrace the subjects

that naturally spark their curiosity and

in a way that is relevant to real life, she

believes it provides an ideal learning environment.

“The main benefits for children

are that they can follow things as they

become interested in them and can study

them as in depth as they want to. It’s far

less prescriptive. We can also do things in

a more hands-on way than schools can.

For example, in learning to count, instead

of sitting down with a book, we just went
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shopping. It’s the same with history – we

go on a lot of historical visits and it really

brings lessons to life,” she says.

Methods of home educating vary

vastly across households. There is no

requirement to follow the national curriculum

or indeed to take assessments.

Many young people take national qualifications

at further education colleges,

study Open University courses while

some forgo exams entirely and enter university

or college on the basis of a portfolio.

While there is no legal obligation on

parents in Scotland to seek consent from

their local authority to home educate if

their child has never attended school,

there is if they withdraw their child from

school – an obligation which the homeschooling

lobby would like to see lifted.

Sneddon’s children, Ciaran, 12 and

Caitlin, 13 are taught in a “fairly unstructured”

way, she says, learning maths and

more formal written work in the winter

months and going on more outdoor

excursions in the spring and summer.

Some would take issue with such a lack

of organisation in children’s learning. But

Sneddon maintains it is the most natural

and best way: “I don’t know very much

about ‘A Curriculum for Excellence’ but

I believe it’s moving towards linking up

subjects and that’s exactly how we do it

at home. Geography, for example, links

in with history when we’re on our historical

trips – subjects are a lot more linked

up and relevant to everyday life than the

way they’re taught in schools.”

But educational benefits aside, one

of the criticisms levelled against home

education is its impact on children’s

socialisation in preventing them from

mixing with a large group of youngsters

their own age. Sneddon dismisses

this claim, saying that most home educators

are part of networks with other

home-schooling families that meet up

for regular activities. In fact, she believes

her children have had a broader social

experience as a result of socialising with

wider age groups through evening classes

and community groups rather than simply

within the narrow age bands they

would be consigned to at school.

Freedom is the guiding ethos of

home education. Many parents want the

autonomy for their children to learn in

an environment and philosophy of their

choosing and not be subject to a curriculum

and value system set by the Government.

The autonomy theme loomed

large at the ‘Learning Without Limits’

conference in Arbroath this month,

organised by Schoolhouse, to provide a

forum for home educators, local authorities

and others to discuss home schooling.

The event’s showcase speaker was

American author and prominent critic

of compulsory education, John Taylor

Gatto. Gatto taught in New York public

schools for 30 years during which he won

the New York State Teacher of the Year

award three times. He finally became

disillusioned with formal education,

however, and quit the profession in 1991,

declaring in the Wall Street Journal that he

was “no longer willing to hurt kids”.

In a dramatic speech, he traced the

origins of state education from the nineteenth

century and condemned it as an

instrument of social control - both then

and now.

“Prussia had created the world’s first

successful organised schooling. They did

it at bayonet point and the idea was to

produce obedient soldiers who did not

think for themselves. That’s a very, very
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