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Un contratto sociale per l’istruzione parentale: un framework per il dibattito sull’homeschooling

Elective home education has become an international trend characterized by considerable public con-
troversy and much legal fragmentation. Issues related to whether it should be permitted and how
it should be monitored are currently being debated in many countries. Homeschooling regulation
seems to have become a “wicked problem” with no definitive solution. A case has been made for
moving beyond the polarization that tends to label it as either intrinsically good or inherently bad. By
drawing its foundations from aUNESCOreport published in 2021, this conceptual study ismeant to
be a contribution to the discussion about the social and legal legitimacy of homeschooling through
the delineation of a tenable “social contract for home education”. It has been argued that in light
of this social contract, homeschooling should neither be banned nor unregulated. Hence, a shift of
perspective is being encouraged to include home educators in a pluralistic dialogue on the future of
education towards policy decisions that are sensitive to this complexity.

L’istruzione parentale è diventata una tendenza diffusa a livello internazionale, caratterizzata da note-
voli controversie nel dibattito pubblico e da una grande frammentazione sul piano legale. Le questioni
relative all’opportunità di autorizzarla e allemodalità con cui deve esseremonitorata sono attualmente
oggetto di discussione inmolti Paesi. La regolamentazione dell’homeschooling sembra essere diventa-
ta un “wicked problem”, senza una soluzione definitiva. Viene avanzata l’ipotesi di superare la polariz-
zazione che tende a etichettare il fenomeno come intrinsecamente buono o cattivo. Traendo le basi da
un rapporto dell’UNESCOpubblicato nel 2021, questa ricerca concettuale vuole essere un contribu-
to alla discussione sulla legittimità sociale e legale dell’homeschooling attraverso la delineazione di un
“contratto sociale” sostenibile per l’istruzione parentale. Si sostiene come, alla luce di questo contratto
sociale, l’homeschooling non dovrebbe essere né vietato né lasciato deregolamentato. Pertanto, viene
incoraggiato un cambiamento di prospettiva volto a includere coloro che optano per l’istruzione pa-
rentale in un dialogo pluralistico sul futuro dell’istruzione, verso decisioni politiche sensibili a questa
complessità.
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1. Introduction
In recent decades, the popularity of elective home education, also called homeschooling, has seen excep-
tional expansion, even internationally. Apart from the home-based remote learning brought about by
mandated school closures, the Covid-19 pandemic proved to be a turning point for many families who
chose to educate their children at home. Though homeschooling has become internationally relevant,
especially inWestern countries, its legal status remains highly fragmented andunstable. The practice has
today been deemed a legal alternative to traditional formal education in many countries, although un-
der different forms of regulation. For instance, homeschooling is permitted in South Africa (Olatunji,
2017), Israel (Neuman & Aviram, 2015; Pearlman-Avnion & Grayevsky, 2019), Indonesia (Purwan-
ingsih&Fauziah, 2020), Italy (Chinazzi, 2021; DiMotoli, 2019; Giovanelli & Piromalli, 2021), Poland,
Czech Republic, and Slovakia (Paciorkowski, 2014; Kostelecká, 2012).

Nevertheless, in many countries, the legal status of elective home education is still uncertain and
evolving. For example, Lithuania has only recently reinstated homeschooling after banning it in 2012
(European Commission, 2018; Government of the Republic of Lithuania, 2020). Even in the United
States, where it has been an established and broadly accepted educational option for quite some time,
jurisprudence on the issue has remained chaotic and relatively vague (Kunzman & Gaither, 2013). In
some countries, it is considered illegal, or it is permitted only under specific circumstances. This is the
case, for example, in China (Sheng, 2018), Sweden (Blok & Karsten, 2011; Blok, Merry, & Karsten,
2017), Germany (Spiegler, 2015), Brazil (Barbosa, 2016), Turkey (Korkmaz & Duman, 2014), and Al-
bania (Hagen, 2011). In some other countries, such as France, there has recently been a significant flux
of increased legislative regulation (Howard, 2020), while in others, such as Spain, regulation has not
been able to keep pace with the latest growth and transformation of this educational choice, resulting
in unclear legislation or legal gaps (Blok et al., 2017; Sotés-Elizalde & Urpí, 2015).

Regardless of the fact that homeschooling seems to be growing quickly along with its legitimiza-
tion, in many countries home educators are struggling to receive acceptance within their sociocultural
context. Many researchers have expressed concern about potential shortfalls such as inadequate aca-
demic preparation of students, increased risk of child abuse, insufficient social interactions, and lack of
opportunities to become responsible and agentic members of society (Apple, 2000; Bartholet, 2020;
Lubienski, 2000, 2003; Reich, 2002b). Increasingly complex questions have been tackled by schol-
ars through both empirical research and more theoretical or non-empirical studies, such as whether
home-educated students are adequately prepared to become responsible citizens in the broader soci-
ety (Pearlman-Avnion & Grayevsky, 2019); on what rationales should home education be allowed or
banned (Bartholet, 2020; Raley, 2017); to what extent should the State be involved and how should
homeschooling students be assessed (Carlson, 2020; Hardenbergh, 2015; Reich, 2016).

In countries where homeschooling is a legally valid alternative to conventional schooling, policy-
makers are expected to clarify to what extent the practice should be regulated, its process monitored,
and its outcomes evaluated. These decisions must take the legal, historical, geographical, and sociocul-
tural specificities of the context into account. No cookie-cutter approach can be deemed adequate for
addressing what has been called the “regulation question” (Dwyer & Peters, 2019) surrounding elective
home education. On the other hand, it is evident that empirical research on the “shifting landscape of
homeschooling” (Jolly & Matthews, 2020) is needed to guide policymakers in these processes. At the
same time, scholarly attention to the global discourse on education is also required since national edu-
cational policies influence and are influenced by the growing global interconnections in which they are
embedded.

The purpose of this study is to contribute to the debate on homeschool regulation from a global per-
spective. To this end, a review of the literature has been hermeneutically interlaced with the pre-existing
framework of a “new social contract for education”, outlined in a report by an international commis-
sion for UNESCO (2021), wherein researchers, practitioners, and citizens were invited to address the
contemporary challenges in the field of education through a dialogue grounded in broadly shared fun-
damental principles. People around the world were called to forge a “new social contract for education”
around two fundamental and universal tenets: the right to quality education throughout life, and edu-
cation as a public endeavor and a common good. Since these principles are also at the heart of virtually
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all scholarly critiques of elective home education, a discussion of the implications of UNESCO’s con-
ceptual and axiological framework on this controversial topic appears to be relevant.

Therefore, this study seeks to answer the following questions: In light of the new social contract
for education how should homeschooling be considered socially and politically? In other words, what
potential implications are offered for the debate on elective home education by the framework outlined
in UNESCO’s report? In this endeavor, however, homeschooling is viewed as a controversial topic that
needs be addressed from a glocal perspective: one that takes the local, national, and global interrela-
tionships that reach beyond the global-local dichotomy into account. Hence, an alternative frame for
the homeschooling debate is being proposed to allow for a move beyond the “communicative impasse”
caused by polarized readings of homeschooling as either intrinsically better or worse than conventional
schooling (Fensham-Smith, 2021; Pattison, 2015), which tend to underminemeaningful discussions in
the scientific and political arenas. These claims tend to be simplistic and aporetic because they overlook
the variety of homeschooling experiences (Cheng & Donnelly, 2019; Cheng & Hamlin, 2021; Hirsh,
2019), and educational goals (Neuman&Guterman, 2016) that are made available by elective home ed-
ucation. Conversely, the awareness of the multiple views of what constitutes “good education” (Biesta,
2009, 2020) should not lead to another impasse based on a moral nihilism. That is why a third way is
being suggested here, in order that the potential deadlock caused by simplistic partisanship or extreme
axiological relativism might be overcome.

2. Theoretical and methodological foundations
2.1. General approach of the study
This is a conceptual study that proposes, through a theory adaptation approach (Jaakkola, 2020), a
shift of perspective for the topical debate on homeschooling regulation. This dilemma is discussed in
light of the conceptual lens of UNESCO’s new social contract of education that would outline a new
framework: a new social contract for elective home education. More specifically, the analysis is rooted
in a hermeneutic review of the literature (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010, 2014; Smythe & Spence,
2012) on empirical and theoretical studies concerning the targeted problem, interlaced with the new
social contract for education outlined by UNESCO (2021).

The hermeneutic approach to the literature review requires the reader to theoretically engage in an
interpretation of the literature, as a “dialogical partner to provoke thinking” (Smythe & Spence, 2012,
p. 23). In an iterative and interactive operation, this process requires searching for relevant literature,
which might take the form of publications that gradually extend the dialogue among separate texts and
between the researcher and the texts. The method applied by this study relies not only on analytical
reasoning but also “generative reasoning” which is particularly apropos for engendering novel ideas and
new insights in nonempirical studies (McGregor, 2018).

From this perspective, the UNESCO report serves as a conceptual lens that focuses the dialogue be-
tween the researcher and the texts (research articles and reviews). Although the report does not discuss
homeschooling directly, it can be used as a prompt for the creation of an outline of reflections based on
its theoretical principles. The fact that, as an international organization, UNESCO plays an important
role in inspiring educational policies around the world confirms the rationale behind the choice made
as to how this report is framing this discussion. The new social contract for education should not be
interpreted as a predetermined program to be implemented isomorphically, but rather as a call for dia-
logue about certain broad tenets, which urges a reconsideration of the involvement of stakeholders in
the policymaking processes. It should not be perceived as a blueprint, but rather “an invitation to think
and imagine” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 5), a framework within which researchers, practitioners, policymak-
ers, and citizens are called to reflect on contemporary challenges in education. Homeschooling can be
seen as one of these challenges.
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2.2. Homeschooling regulation as a “wicked problem”
An assumption behind the analysis on which this study was based is that homeschooling regulation is
here conceptualized as a “wicked problem”, due to the controversial nature reflected in the ongoing de-
bate (Dwyer & Peters, 2019), the pluralistic nature of the interests at stake (Reich, 2002a) and its global
diffusion (Cheng & Donnelly, 2019). Drawing from Rittel and Webber (1973), a wicked problem —
as opposed to a tame problem— is marked by intrinsic complexity and ambiguity and defies easy solu-
tions. Because it is interdependent with other problems or phenomena, its stakeholders maintain differ-
ent worldviews. In this sense, it is clear that no objective, evidence-based and unbiased literature review
can offer a straightforward solution to the debate on the justifiability and regulation of homeschooling.

Understanding this topic as a wicked problem, when attempting to tackle the issue in all of its com-
plexity, supports the need to move beyond the polarization that labels this educational option as either
intrinsically good or inherently bad (Dwyer & Peters, 2019). Furthermore, rethinking the issue of reg-
ulation as a wicked problem requires a global and holistic approach. This implies the awareness that
national policymaking on complex issues will inevitably be influenced by global discourse and the con-
viction that a worldwide ethos should emphasize “equality and social justice as fundamental goals” (Mi-
lana & Tarozzi, 2021, p. 48), without becoming a disguise for neocolonialist practices. However, this
study does not claim to offer any clear-cut, top-down, and decontextualized solutions, since no wicked
problem should be addressed with such an attitude (Innes & Booher, 2016).

2.3. The UNESCONew Social Contract for Education
UNESCO’s new social contract for education stems from a broader UNESCO initiative called “Future
of Education”, which aimed toward catalyzing a global debate on how knowledge, education and learn-
ing need to be reimagined in a world of increasing complexity, uncertainty, and precarity. In 2021, its
main output was published in an official report entitled “Reimagining our futures together: a new so-
cial contract for education”. Prepared by an international commission under the President of Ethiopia
Sahle-Work Zewde, it set out a vision informed by a two-year global consultation process that engaged
around one million people.

In this report, education was acknowledged as one of the key factors “for making progress towards
desirable developmental outcomes” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 10). To enable this potentiality, educational
policy, thinking, and practice must be transformed under a “new social contract”. The report lacks
a deep theoretical discussion of how this long-standing philosophical notion is to be conceptualized
(Klees, 2022; Tarozzi & Milana, 2022), instead, it generally alludes to an “implicit agreement among
members of a society to cooperate for shared benefit” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 2). This concept has already
been largely employed in the literature of the social sciences and in political discourse as an analytical
lens or metaphor used to illustrate a set of expectations around which a societal agreement might be
developed. Like any new social contract, the one proposed by UNESCO is grounded on two broad
tenets: (1) the right to quality education should be assured throughout life; (2) the belief that education
is a public endeavor and a common good should be strengthened. These principles are described as
the ‘central threads that stitch together our shared world and interconnected future’ (UNESCO, 2021,
p. vii), underpinning a potentially universal vision of the public purposes of education. They are not
meant as a model to follow, but as prompts for dialogue and action for renewing key dimensions of
education.

Thefirst foundational principle is basedonArticle 26of theUniversalDeclarationofHumanRights
of 1948 and the concepts of lifelong and lifewide learning. It also echoes SustainableDevelopmentGoal
4 of the 2030 Agenda, which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote life-
long learning opportunities for all by 2030. In the UNESCO report, education is depicted as a central
aspect of everyone’s life, which is tightly linked to other human rights. Governments are expected to
build educational ecosystems to ensure this right through intersectoral efforts and several possible ac-
tions, such as limiting or abolishing schooling fees, facilitating transport and textbooks, targeting pro-
grams to meet the needs of the most disadvantaged, ensuring safe learning environments, expanding
adult education opportunities, etc. The second principle stresses the idea that education should be con-
sidered a public endeavor and a common good. The concept of education as a public good has been a
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cornerstone of the discourse on international education development since the 1990s, referring to the
“definition and preservation of collective interests of society and to the central responsibility for the
State in doing so” (Locatelli, 2019, p. 27). In the wording of this foundational principle, the expres-
sion “public endeavor” was chosen because it emphasizes the process of participation and society-wide
commitment, aimed at fostering a pluralistic, integrated, and humanistic approach to education. The
intertwined concept of education as a common good is defined as “a shared well-being that is achieved
and chosen together” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 117).

According to the report, in light of the increasing privatization and marketization of the education
sector and the growing involvement of non-state actors, the role of the State should be strengthened:
“Governments increasingly need to focus on regulation and protecting education from commercializa-
tion” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 14). At the same time, the report foregrounds the need to rethink the re-
lations among different stakeholders in light of democratic and collaborative values. The role of the
state in education is expected to avoid anachronistic top-down approaches, and to develop alternative
systems of governance by “building decision mechanisms with the participation of public authorities,
parents, communities, public and private entities, associations and youthmovements, as well as teachers
and their organizations” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 89).

Although an in-depth critical analysis of the report is not within the scope of this work, it should
be noted that the report has come under some criticism. Though the document adopts an inspiring
“vocabulary that relates to human dignity, cooperation, inclusion and community” (Elfert & Morris,
2022, p. 38), its political disengagementmay doom its key-messages fromhavingmuch influence (Klees,
2022). An idealistic vision of education, which lacks “a political stance and a critical analysis of power”
(Elfert &Morris, 2022, p. 37) and which fails “to confront current realities” (Klees, 2022), is depicted.
For its open-ended and idealistic narrative, the analysis of the report’s implications for homeschooling
cannot be limited to a simple analytical process, when, more precisely it will require involvement with
its interpretation. More specifically, in the report, little consideration is given to the structural con-
straints placed on its vision of the future of education because it clearly overlooks the authoritarian and
neoliberal threats to democratic and equal education, which are crucial political issues in the debate on
homeschooling. On the one hand, advocates tend to frame the choice to home educate as a fundamental
right within a democratic society. On the other hand, many scholars have stressed that homeschooling
has been flourishing in the neoliberal context (e.g.DeOliveira&Barbosa, 2017) as one of themost exclu-
sive forms of private education, although without necessarily implying that it embodies the neoliberal
ethos (Aurini & Davies, 2005).

3. A social contract for homeschooling
3.1. A trilogy of interests to consider
As Reich (2002a) put it, the debate on homeschooling should consider the “trilogy of interests”: par-
ents, the State and the child. In harmony with the social contract for education set out by UNESCO, it
can be asserted that the State has both duties and responsibilities in education. As Levin (1987) stated,
education as a public good stands at the intersection of two legitimate rights. At the same time, there
is the right of a democratic society to “assure its reproduction and continuous democratic functioning
through providing a common set of values and knowledge” (Levin, 1987, p. 629). Hence, the State
should be active to some extent in providing assurance that everyone has access to basic education, if
not by supplying instruction directly. In contrast, families have the right to decide how their children
will be educated (Sperling, 2015). Similarly, Bhopal andMyers (2018) argued that, if education ismeant
as a social process producing citizens cognizant and supportive of national political customs and conven-
tions, it requires the process to be regulated and monitored “to give assurance about the type of citizen
that is being produced and the continued safety and security of all citizens” (Bhopal & Myers, 2018,
p. 1). From the state’s point of view, not all parental perspectives on education can be accepted with an
“anything goes” extreme relativism and boundless permissiveness. This is not just a matter of societal
interest since children’s interests are also at stake, although their perspective has been seldom explored
in the research on homeschooling.
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As Dywer and Peters (2019) asserted, we cannot rely on the flawed argument that parents always
know what is best for their children: Parents are in a favorable position to know a child’s inclinations,
strengths, and weaknesses, but they are not omniscient, and they may lack the knowledge and profes-
sional expertise required to provide good instruction. This point should be put in a dialogue with the
opinion of homeschooling advocates who tend to criticize the assumption that schools are always the
ideal context for the personal, academic, and social growth of children due to their individual character-
istics. In addition, UNESCO’s report, while stating the need to defend schools as an important space-
time of human experience for collective teaching and learning, it also acknowledges that the hegemonic
“school format” is not the only possible form of education. Today’s societies have countless educational
opportunities to be valued.

3.2. Ensuring the right to quality education through meaningful assessment
processes

The right toquality education, one of the foundational aspects of the new social contract, has interesting
resonances with the scholarly debate on homeschooling. Many researchers have devoted their attention
to the subject of academic achievement, yet it remains controversial whether there is a potential lack
of opportunities for home-educated students to develop academically. This research subfield has been
marked by both extrinsic constraints, e.g., financial limitations, and intrinsic constraints, e.g., frequent
reluctance of families to be involved in research and the geographical dispersion of the homeschooling
population. Some empirical studies seem to support the idea that academic outcomes of home-educated
students are equal or even better than those achieved by traditionally schooled students (Snyder, 2013).
In addition, some research has suggested that home-educated children do acquire the skills, behavior,
patterns, values, and motivations they need to function competently as members of society (Medlin,
2013; Ray, 2013). In contrast. Kunzman and Gaither (2020) and Valiente and colleagues (2022) seem
to share the concern that studies on this subtopic are seldom methodologically equipped to draw any
valid “generalizations”, due to the adoption of non-probability sampling strategies, albeit efforts have
beenmade in recent years to conduct studies in search of so-called “systematic evidence”. Furthermore,
Kunzman andGaither (2020) praised scholars who have published comparative studies, involving both
homeschooling and public or private schooling samples that are demographically matched (Guterman
&Neuman, 2019; Martin-Chang, Gould, &Meuse, 2011).

Some suggestions have been made for designing more methodologically sound studies (Valiente,
Spinrad, Ray, Eisenberg, & Ruof, 2022) 1) by minimizing selection bias through nationally representa-
tive samples, 2) then by incorporating the perspectives of home-educating parents with the viewpoints
of other adults (such as coaches), children and their peers, and 3) by considering the variety and com-
plexity of the homeschooling population, in terms of socioeconomic status, motivations and goals,
parental involvement, approaches, arrangements, etc. Nevertheless, drawing conclusions on whether
homeschooling is better or worse in terms of academic or social and citizenship skills than conventional
schooling has proven to be a serious epistemological challenge. This research endeavor calls for reflec-
tion on the real possibility of generalizing on the impact of elective home education in contrast with
conventional schooling in terms of one being intrinsically better or worse, despite the variety of experi-
ences and educational priorities. In addition, these kinds of data—although relevant—are centered on
individuals, insofar as they refer to the extent to which students are individually equipped with a set of
skills, without considering how homeschooling is different in its primary functioning from traditional
school, intended as a social microcosm.

In the absence of any definite proof of the impact of homeschooling, how can the State fulfill its
duty to ensure quality education for all? In the case of students out of the school system, the matter
shifts from direct control of the provision of schooling to a monitoring and assessment role, accord-
ing to national curricula or guidelines because “measurement and assessment are important for under-
standing the effects of education. However, indicators must be appropriate, meaningful, and carefully
thought out” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 56). Testing requirements are “one of the continuous issues in home-
schooling” (Carlson, 2021, p. 14). AsNeuman andGuterman highlighted “the assessment of academic
achievement is actually an examination of the degree to which the goals of the teaching and learning
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process have been achieved” (2016, p. 2; emphasis added). Therefore, talking about assessment should
involve reflection on shared educational goals. But within the heterogeneity of homeschooling moti-
vations, approaches, and practices, some families are animated by pedagogical perspectives that they
consider inconsistentwith conventional instruction in terms of content, goals, and priorities. These par-
ents may be skeptical about the conventionally standardized steps of cognitive development and knowl-
edge acquisition. Some of them even choose unschooling, a radical self-directed and student-centered
approach in which “parents do not directly teach or provide direct instruction” but try to “provide
an environmental context that supports their child or teen’s learning and development” (Riley, 2020,
p. 7). These stances would be easily in contrast to any kind of top-down assessment according to an a
priori evaluation criteria. This kind of assessment may induce a narrow focus on instruction in terms
of limited andmeasurable educational achievements, “diminishing the curriculum necessary to prepare
to achieve richer purposes individually and socially” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 56).

In the social contract for elective home education, a homeschooling regulation would probably rule
out the idea of using standardized tests, to value differences anddiversity. The assessment process should
not be focused only on short-term recall of the academic content but should treat students —whether
schooled or homeschooled— as complete human beings. Further research on good student assessment
practices for homeschooling would prove useful to reach novel insights on this complex issue.

Moreover, the academic achievements of home-educated students are not the main concern
expressed by critics. Moving beyond a narrow conception of education as instruction, much attention
has been paid to the “socialization question”, which includes the development of social skills as well
as broader values formation (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020). Homeschooling is sometimes depicted as a
potential risk to the cultivation of shared civic bonds, the development of critical thinking skills and
civic engagement, necessary to sustain a pluralistic democracy (Apple, 2000; Bartholet, 2020; Dwyer
& Peters, 2019; Lubienski, 2000, 2003; Reich, 2002b). This critique is foregrounded by those who
stress the importance of schooling not only for the acquisition of academic content but also as an
important space for socialization and citizenship education. These scholars fear that homeschooling
may undermine students’ development of crucial skills and attitudes that they will need to become
responsiblemembers of a democratic society. In a recent publication, Bartholet (2020) expressed strong
skepticism towards the possibility that home educators can fulfill the democratic function of education.
“Homeschooling presents both academic and democratic concerns. […] Even homeschooling parents
capable of satisfying the academic function of education are not likely to be capable of satisfying the
democratic function” (Bartholet, 2020, p. 4).

Similarly, Reich (2002b) argued that the opportunity to customize education may lead to the isola-
tion of students from exposure to diverse ideas and thereby shield them from the vibrancy of a pluralistic
society. Childrenwho are only exposed to their parents’ values and opinions andwho only interact with
a selected homogeneous group of children are at risk of developing a blinkered attitude towards others.
As Kunzman and Gaither commented, much depends also on whether the choice of homeschooling
reflects an uncritical acceptance of a single narrative or is “informed by the critical consideration of a
range of alternatives” (2020, p. 281). Some parents may choose to homeschool to create a suitable ed-
ucational context where their children would not be exposed to certain ideas and worldviews that they
deem objectionable and incompatible with their moral and religious beliefs (for instance, the theory of
evolution).

Recent findings from empirical research do not appear to support the concern that there might
be a lack of civic engagement among home-educated students (Pearlman-Avnion & Grayevsky, 2019).
Moreover, they offer reassurances that homeschooling can be a viable alternative to conventional school-
ing for enhancing children’s self-control, social competence, persistence (Tweni, Wamocha, & Buhere,
2022), and creative thinking (Unger & BenDavid-Hadar, 2022). The scholarship still must face difficul-
ties in sampling. Many home-educating families remain unregistered (Beck, 2008) and are less likely to
be involved as research participants. Some are part of “marginal” groups, such as Gypsies or Travelers,
who are seldom recognized as legitimate “home educators” (Bhopal&Myers, 2016). Thus, this research
field must creatively face ethical and methodological challenges to set out sustainable empirical studies
that will elicit the perspectives of these families that often remain silenced in the scholarly discourse.
On the other hand, practitioners are challenged by the intrinsic difficulty of “measuring” homeschool-
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ing students’ socialization, supporting— once again— the need for non-standardized but meaningful
assessment processes.

3.3. Education as a social project shaped by pluralistic dialogue
In the UNESCO report, education is envisaged as a “public societal endeavor and a common good”
(UNESCO, 2021, p. 14). Therefore, the perspectives of non-state actors (teachers, community-based
groups, non-governmental institutions, social movements, etc.) should be integrated in policies and the
decision-making process. As the report puts it, “good governance of educational systems requires the
engagement of citizens and other stakeholders in decision-making and dialogue and implies a need for
greater transparency and accountability at all levels” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 109). Stressing the need to
promote more participatory democratic settings, the document says that everyone— including people
from counter movements — should have the right to express themselves freely and play a role in the
co-construction of the future of education. “A commitment to education as a public societal endeavor
and a common good means that modes of educational governance at local, national, and global levels
must be inclusive and participatory.” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 14). In this perspective, all actors should be
empowered to be involved in public discourse on education. The same report is meant to “inspire new
avenues for policy development and innovative action” by engaging communities in the co-construction
of “what these ideas are to mean in practice” (UNESCO, 2021, p. 146).

In other words, in the social contract for education, the claims for different educational approaches
and arrangements cannot be silenced. On the contrary, diverse voices and perspectives must be inte-
grated into policies and decision-making processes, addressing the growing demand for voice and trans-
parency in education. Conflicting voices can potentially lead to thought-provoking reflections on the
fundamentals of education that could serve as constructive criticism for the school system itself. These
opinions could help us to question the reified forms of education that may have been taken for granted.
Creating a democratic and participatory space does not coincide with negative liberty and unregulated
practices but entails enabling people— including homeschooling advocates— to animate the debate on
the future of education. With respect to the homeschooling debate, policymakers should try to achieve a
reasonable balance between the potentially conflicting interests at stake through regulation that should
be informed by the pluralistic dialogue on the topic.

4. Conclusions and implications
Homeschooling is a challenging but worthwhile research area for social scientists, piquing pedagogical,
sociological, and political interests. The tremendous international build up of the movement in the last
few years has renewed a reflection on radical questions around compulsory education and the forms
of conventional school. It reminds us that educational ecosystems are shaped by the complex interplay
among different individual and societal values and interests. In our contemporary societies, educational
policies are called on to address the challenge of creating apluralistic visionof education. Then, scholarly
perspectives on homeschooling run the gamut from those who think it should be banned to those who
explicitly advocate it. Though, empirical evidence regarding educational, social, and civic outcomes
from elective home education has provided some insight, many questions remain unanswered due to
epistemological and practical constraints. Further research is required to better understand this chang-
ing educational and social phenomenon. Children’s perspectives should also be explored to a greater
extent.

Most of the available literature seems to corroborate that home-educating families are not a homoge-
nous group, even within the same country. They tend to differ in demographic characteristics, motiva-
tions, educational goals, and approaches. Because of this diversity, it is not possible to saywhether home-
schooling is intrinsically beneficial or undesirable for children and societal development. A research-
informed and culturally situated assessment of homeschooling is suggested, which should encourage
local research efforts. At the same time, we — as members of a complex interconnected world — are
being called on to engage in global debates by exchanging knowledge and opinions across borders.
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Although homeschooling is not the ideal arrangement to serve the social function of education,
home educators’ claims should be legitimated and heard. However, due to the diversity of interests at
stake, the practice should not be left unregulated but subjected to state regulations such as (meaningful)
assessment processes. This would entail considering home educators as part of a wider dialogue for the
future of education and embracing their claims as prompts for a change, perhaps even within the tradi-
tional educational systems. Beyond the intrinsic relevance of homeschooling as a sociopolitical matter,
it urges us to rethink the role and the expectations of families in education from a broader outlook. De-
spite the specific motives that led them to their decision, home educators — along with other families
— generally complain of a gap between the school system and their perceived needs. The growth of this
educational choice can also be seen as a result of the “crisis of relevance” of school. As acknowledged in
theUNESCO report, far too often, formal learning does notmeet the needs and aspirations of children
and youth and their community.

From this perspective, home educators should not be seen as performers of a deviant practice to be
silenced under a reified “traditional” culture of education. Rather, they could be metaphorically seen
as Socratic “gadflies” that stir up a debate on education and its fundamentals. The growth of home-
schooling is leading us to question the purposes of education and the aims of the educational system.
By adopting this outlook, we might just enable the possibility of a shared vision, or even a new social
contract for education.

By distancing itself from the polarization of homeschooling advocates and critics, this study suggests
that a change of lens might very well advance the scholarly debate on the “wicked problem” of home-
schooling regulation. As key stakeholders in education, parents— including home educators— should
be entitled to a voice in the new social contract for education. Acknowledging the multiplicity of per-
spectives in the policy-making processes would thus enable new possibilities for transforming education
into a public endeavor. This perspective would encourage researchers, practitioners, and policymakers
to move from simplistic and conjectural representations of homeschooling toward decisions based on
the complexity and sensitivity called for when considering the education of our children.
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