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About the Centre 
for Social Justice

Established in 2004, the Centre for Social Justice is an independent think-tank that 
studies the root causes of Britain’s social problems and addresses them by recommending 
practical, workable policy interventions. The CSJ’s vision is to give people in the UK who 
are experiencing the worst multiple disadvantages and injustice every possible opportunity 
to reach their full potential.

The majority of the CSJ’s work is organised around five ‘pathways to poverty’, first identified 
in our ground-breaking 2007 report Breakthrough Britain. These are: educational failure; 
family breakdown; economic dependency and worklessness; addiction to drugs and 
alcohol; and severe personal debt.

Since its inception, the CSJ has changed the landscape of our political discourse by putting 
social justice at the heart of British politics. This has led to a transformation in government 
thinking and policy. For instance, in March 2013, the CSJ report It Happens Here shone 
a light on the horrific reality of human trafficking and modern slavery in the UK. As a direct 
result of this report, the Government passed the Modern Slavery Act 2015, one of the 
first pieces of legislation in the world to address slavery and trafficking in the 21st century.

Our research is informed by experts including prominent academics, practitioners and 
policy-makers. We also draw upon our CSJ Alliance, a unique group of charities, social 
enterprises and other grass-roots organisations that have a proven track-record of reversing 
social breakdown across the UK.

The social challenges facing Britain remain serious. In 2022 and beyond, we will continue 
to advance the cause of social justice so that more people can continue to fulfil 
their potential.
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Foreword

As Children’s Commissioner, it is my mission to help make England the best place to grow 
up in the world. I have dedicated my career to the transformative impact of education 
as a  teacher and headteacher. Now, as Children’s Commissioner, I  want to make sure 
all children are not just safe, happy, and cared for, but have a  brilliant education and 
bright futures.

When I  took up this role I  launched The Big Ask, my survey of just over half a million 
children. They told me how much they love school, how much they love being with their 
friends, their teachers, and how much they missed school during the pandemic. This 
confirmed my long-held belief that school really is the best place for children to be. We 
cannot let any child slip through the net because of a lack of data, or a lack of oversight. 
As adults, it is our responsibility to ensure they are safe and learning.

Given the impact of the pandemic on attendance and the need to make sure, more than 
ever, that all children are in school, every day, ready to learn and catch up, I made achieving 
100% attendance, a great school place, for every child, a priority. It quickly became clear 
that there was no national picture of where children were, if they were safe, and if they 
were receiving an appropriate education to help them achieve their goals and ambitions. 
This needs to change. I have made it my mission to find these children and ensure they 
are accounted for. I have used my unique statutory powers in my Attendance Audit to find 
out from every local authority where these children are.

Even before the pandemic, there was a group of children who struggled to attend school 
regularly and who have fallen through the gaps in our education system. Coming out of 
the pandemic this has only gotten bigger, with even more children not attending school 
regularly or dropping out altogether. As the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) highlights 
throughout this report, an increasing number of these children missing from school are 
being home educated. The report estimates that as of October 2021 at least 81,000 
children were being home educated.

I understand that, for most parents who home educate, the reasons for doing so are for 
the good of the child. However, there have been increasing concerns surrounding children 
who have been off-rolled or forced out of school. This important report exposes this 
issue and shines a spotlight on the lack of support and protection for some of our most 
vulnerable children.
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In total, over 115,000 children were home educated over the course of the last year. 
This is 34 per cent higher than before the pandemic. In some areas, the total number of 
children in home education more than doubled. It is important for us to understand why 
this is happening and what educators, care and health services can do to better support 
these children.

These numbers were reflected in my survey ‘The Big Ask’, where nearly 5,000 children 
who responded were being home educated – on top of a further nearly 2,000 who were 
not in education at all.

But why were these children and their families choosing to remove themselves from the 
classroom and be educated at home? The reasons given for home education in ‘The 
Big Ask’, and my Attendance Audit this year, echoed what the CSJ has uncovered in its 
investigation. Some families choose this for philosophical reasons. However, I also spoke 
to so many children and their families who took their child out of school because of 
challenges they were facing accessing the right support for their children so they felt ready 
to learn every day. Whether this support was for poor mental health, bullying, unmet 
special educational needs.

But the thing that concerns me most, are growing reports from some parents who feel 
they are being coerced into home educating their child, reasons other than the child’s best 
interest, with parents often left with little or no support.

For parents who do not freely choose to home educate are left to struggle to provide home 
education, often with limited time and resources, as well as hardly any support or guidance.

For me, the most hard-hitting section of this report is the uncovering of how some 
children who are home educated have been subject to safeguarding concerns, including 
abuse, neglect, criminal exploitation, and child employment. This should be a challenge 
to every single one of us. We must do better for the children of England, particularly our 
most vulnerable.

Vulnerable children are being left out of sight and out of mind, with their welfare, their 
education, and their future at risk. No child should be subject to such an ordeal. We need 
a relentless focus, from everyone involved in a child’s life, on reforming the system so that 
every single child is protected and has access to a high-quality education that matches the 
ambitions they hold for themselves.

This is why I have set a target to see 100% attendance at school. This target is not about 
blaming parents if the system cannot, at present, support their child attending school. 
It’s about everyone that works with children, and has a  responsibility towards them, 
coalescing around an ambitious target. It is an ambition for the system. To achieve it, we 
need system wide alongside child-level solutions.

We need a  much better system of home education which balances rights with 
responsibilities. Key to unlocking this, is the Children Not In School Register. This will 
empower professionals working with children to be able to say where all children are, 
whether educated at school or at home.
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I want all children to have the right to choose an education system that works for them, 
keeps them safe and supports them to thrive, whatever they choose to do, wherever they 
are in the country.

We must do everything we can to ensure every single child  – particularly our most 
vulnerable  – are safe and receiving an education that helps them dream big and 
achieve their goals.

Dame Rachel de Souza, Children’s Commissioner for England
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Executive summary

Home education is on the rise, but fundamental questions remain around how 
best to ensure all children in home education are there through choice, have access 
to a high-quality education, and are safe from harm.

Analysing the data across a range of local authorities in England, the Centre for Social 
Justice (CSJ) estimates that by the start of the 2021/22 academic year a record high of 
least 81,000 children were being home educated1 – the equivalent to the population of 
80 average-sized secondary schools.2

Prior to the pandemic, the cohort of children who are home educated was growing 
by around 20 per cent year on year.3 The cumulative number of children who were home 
educated over the course of last year was over 115,000. This is an alarming 34 per cent 
higher than before the pandemic.4 In some areas, the total number of children in home 
education more than doubled. At present, half of all children taught at home were found 
to have begun their retreat from the classroom during lockdowns.5

Parents should have the right to choose what education their children receive. This 
principle is written into our English education system and should be recognised in any 
reforms to home learning.

Parents know their children best and are best informed to make choices about what their 
children need. Many parents who take their children out of school and provide a thorough 
and high-quality education, at great personal expense. Their right to do so is enshrined in 
law and needs to be respected.

However, our current home education system is not enabling all parents to make a  fair 
and free choice. Fears have grown about a growing population of parents opting for home 
education because they feel that they have no other option or being coerced into taking 
their child off the school roll.

1 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

2 CSJ calculations using figures from Schools, Pupils and their Characteristics, 2022.
3 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_

Report_FINAL.pdf]
4 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_

Report_FINAL.pdf]
5 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_

Report_FINAL.pdf]

https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
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In the CSJ’s research, we heard of many instances where parents took their children out 
of  school because they believed that school was no longer a  safe environment. Many 
parents cite difficulties with accessing SEND provision, a lack of support for mental health 
and serious incidences of bullying as reasons for opting for home education. These parents 
feel that schools are failing to meet their children’s needs.

During school shutdowns, there was a big influx of families opting to home educate. Parents 
cited concerns around Covid-19 and health concerns as a decisive factor when taking their 
children out of school.6 Recent news has suggested that children from families with critically 
vulnerable people were encouraged to deregister children.7

While parents often choose to home educate for legitimate reasons, sometimes a child can 
be removed from the school roll for reasons other than the child’s best interest. This is known 
as off-rolling. Evidence has emerged of families moving into home education following the 
threat of school exclusion and being left deliberately uninformed about the consequences 
of  being moved off-roll. Studies suggest that the majority of children being taken off-roll 
come from only a small minority of schools.8

We cannot definitively say how many children are being home educated or whether any 
groups are more likely to move off-roll than others because so little data is collected. 
9  in 10 local authorities believe they have not been able to identify every child in home 
education. However, existing data suggests that children who are moved out of school are 
disproportionately likely to be eligible for free school meals, have an EHCP or SEN support and 
have a history of absences and school exclusions.9

The Education Select Committee concluded in their recent report, “Strengthening Home 
Education”, that the status quo does not allow the “government to say with confidence that 
a suitable education is being provided to every child in the country.”10

Educating children at home is no small task, it requires a lot of time and effort. In some cases, 
the education received at home is better than that received at school but in others it is worse. 
We cannot make any firm conclusions about the overall quality of home education or what 
proportion of children receive a suitable education because there is no data collected on home 
educated children’s academic outcomes and development. In fact, England is an international 
outlier in this respect: oversight and assessment of educational progress is  commonplace 
across Europe, but England has no such quality assurance.11

6 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

7 Schools Week, 2022. “‘Don’t call us ghost children’: The vulnerable families who fear school return”  
[Available at: https://schoolsweek.co.uk/dont-call-us-ghost-children-the-vulnerable-families-who-fear-school-return/]

8 Education Committee, 2020 “Written evidence submitted by the Children’s Commissioner’s Office”  
[Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/15250/html/]

9 FFT Education Datalab, 2021. “Who’s left 2021” [Available at: https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/]
10 HC Education Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education: Third Report of Session”  

[Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]
11 Eurydice, 2018. “Home education policies in Europe” [Available at: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/

ea077239-e244–11e8-b690–01aa75ed71a1]

https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://schoolsweek.co.uk/dont-call-us-ghost-children-the-vulnerable-families-who-fear-school-return/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/15250/html/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ea077239-e244-11e8-b690-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ea077239-e244-11e8-b690-01aa75ed71a1
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Studies by Ofsted confirm that some home educated pupils have been left without access 
to the appropriate quality of education12 and the former Children’s Commissioner suggests 
that some families have found themselves “struggling to cope” with the demands of home 
education.13 The Department for Education has stated that there is “considerable evidence” 
that many children who are home educated are not receiving a suitable education.14

Some children who are home educated have been subject to safeguarding concerns. 
In 2020, the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel uncovered 15 incidents of harm 
involving children reported to be in home education. These cases included severe 
harm such as serious neglect, emotional abuse and intra-familial abuse. In three of the 
cases, the children had died. The Panel concluded that these children were often invisible; 
they were not in school and did not receive home visits.15 In the CSJ’s conversations with 
local authority leads we heard about a range of safeguarding concerns including county 
line involvement, gangs, and exploitation, as well as child employment.

This paper examines the use of home education and interrogates the effectiveness of the 
current system. The CSJ’s investigation has shown the diversity of outstanding home 
education routes, which provide an alternative to mainstream schooling. However, in this 
paper, the CSJ shines a particular spotlight on the needs of children who have become 
invisible through home education, for whom the decision to home educate was not made 
in their best interests.

Our investigation focused on this cohort of pupils because recent research has shown that 
children with additional needs are increasingly being moved into home education. Many 
children who are currently being home educated have previously been excluded from 
school or had disengaged entirely from mainstream education before moving off-roll.

While there is no comprehensive data on children in home education, FFT Education 
Datalab found that children with additional vulnerabilities are disproportionately likely to 
be out of the school system by the end of Key Stage Four. It is estimated that about half 
of these children are in home education.

Their analysis found that:16

	z A child who has been persistently absent from school is more than 3  times more 

likely to end up with no final destination, compared a  child who has never been 

persistently absent;

	z A permanently excluded child is 2.5 times more likely to end up with no final destination 

compared to a child who had never been permanently excluded;

	z More than 1 in 20 children classed as ‘long term disadvantaged’ end up with no final 

destination; and

12 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf]

13 Children’s Commissioner, 2019. “Skipping school invisible children” [Available at: www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/
wp-content/uploads/2019/02/cco-skipping-school-invisible-children-feb-2019.pdf]

14 HC Education Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education: Third Report of Session”  
[Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

15 The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2021. “Annual Report 2020” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/984767/The_Child_Safeguarding_Annual_Report_2020.pdf]

16 FFT Education Datalab, 2021. “Who’s left 2021” [Available at: https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/]

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/cco-skipping-school-invisible-children-feb-2019.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/cco-skipping-school-invisible-children-feb-2019.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/984767/The_Child_Safeguarding_Annual_Report_2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/984767/The_Child_Safeguarding_Annual_Report_2020.pdf
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/
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	z A child who has ever been SEN or ever had an EHCP is also more likely to end up with 

no final destination than a child who has never been SEN.

These children are on the margins of our education system and, once they move into home 
education, they become hidden from sight.

This report goes into detail about what we do know about home education from the 
available data and draws upon interviews with 10 local authorities (LAs) about home 
education in their locality.

Our recommendations provide a  blueprint for a  new home education system which 
balances rights with responsibilities. We outline proposals for a model of oversight with 
greater transparency and buy-in from parents.

Our aims are:

	z to give all parents the right to choose the best education for their child;

	z to support children to achieve better educational outcomes; and

	z to protect all children equally, whether educated at school or at home.

The CSJ hopes to create a new system which cultivates trust and collaboration between 
parents, schools, and local government, which will enable all children to thrive in education.
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Recommendations

The objective of this paper is to paint a  picture of home education in England and 
the challenges currently faced in ensuring all children are learning in a safe environment.

This report has found five areas for reform that, if addressed, would create a more collaborative 
home education system which enables all children to thrive:

	z Improved oversight of home education,

	z greater controls on off-rolling,

	z more robust quality assurance,

	z strengthened safeguarding, and

	z more extensive support for home educating families.

To improve oversight of home education, local authorities need to be given 

additional powers:

	z These powers should include more frequent visits and powers to see the child in person.

To prevent off-rolling into home education, we need to introduce mechanisms 
for off-rolled children to return to school, if they choose to do so:

	z A two week cool off period should be introduced, where a  neutral advocate meets 

the family to help them decide if they want to proceed with the move.

	z A six week ‘right to return’ should also be implemented nationally, where a child can 

return to the same school within this period.

To ensure every home educated child is receiving a quality education that helps 
prepare them for their future, we should introduce light-touch national quality 
assurance and clear statutory guidance:

	z Each home educated child should complete a  light-touch assessment in English and 

Maths to check they are working at the level of their peers.

	z The guidance on home education should also be clarified to strengthen the minimum 

benchmarks of what constitutes a  suitable education, ensuring every child receives 

an education that enables them to function in society as an independent adult.

Safeguarding must be front and centre of both a  reformed school system and 
approach to home education, including training local authority home education 
staff to spot any signs of safeguarding risks.
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	z All local authority staff involved in home education should be trained to spot any signs 

of safeguarding risks.

	z The Children Not in School register should also be implemented in a way that encourages 

multi-agency working, particularly in cases where a child may be at risk.

There needs to be a greater emphasis on support and collaboration.

	z Local authorities should be given the duty and resource to provide a consistent package 

of support for all children in home education.

	z This should include a  neutral advocate role to support families with the decision 

to move into home education.

	z All pupils in home education should be given funding to sit their Maths and English GCSEs.

	z For children in low-income families, pupil premium funding should follow children into 

home education to form an Educational Dividend.

This report will make the case for a  reformed home education system which puts the 
needs of children at its heart.
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What we know 
so far: oversight 
of home education

What is home education?

The Department for Education defines elective home education as:

Elective home education is a term used to describe a choice by parents to 
provide education for their children at home – or at home and in some other 
way which they choose – instead of sending them to school full-time. This 
is different to education provided by a local authority otherwise than at 
a school – for example, tuition for children who are too ill to attend school.17

Parents or caregivers are the main educators for children in home education. Sometimes 
a  child in home education will be taught through a  private tutor, charity, online, 
or independent education provider if their parent or caregiver has commissioned this service.

Central government and Local Authorities (LAs) are under no duty to provide financial 
assistance for the cost of home education. Any costs incurred, including tuition, resources, 
and exam entrance fees, are the responsibility of the parent or caregiver. Some local 
authorities, however, do make discretionary funds available where possible.

Tens of thousands of pupils in England are not educated in school

81,196 children were estimated to be in home education as of 7th October 2021.18 This 
is roughly equivalent to the population of 80 average-sized secondary schools.19 Across 
the 2020/21 academic year, a cumulative total of 115,542 pupils were recorded as being 
in home education at some point.20

17 Department for Education, 2019. “Home education, guidance for local authorities” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf] 

18 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

19 CSJ calculations using figures from Schools, Pupils and their Characteristics, 2022.
20 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_

Report_FINAL.pdf]

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf


  The Centre for Social Justice    16

All data on home education is estimated and great uncertainty surrounds the total 
number of children in home education. The figures used throughout this report come 
from an ADCS survey of local authorities. These figures are often cited as the most 
reliable estimates and have been referenced in government documents. There is no official 
register. Any data is collected on a voluntary basis which means that figures calculated are 
estimates and likely to be lower-bound figures.

Neither central nor local government holds official figures on the total population in home 
education. In response to a written question in 2020, then Schools Minister, the Rt Hon 
Nick Gibb MP, confirmed that the Department for Education does not collect statistics 
on the number of children in home education.21

While many LAs attempt to collect data on home education, very few areas believe 
that they have a  comprehensive picture of home education across their locality. Fewer 
than 1  in  10 LAs are confident that they know of all pupils who are home educated 
in their area.22

In its 2021 report on home education, the Education Select Committee stated it was 
‘simply not good enough that we are only able to make a  best guess at the number 
of children receiving [elective home education].’23

As time goes by, more and more pupils are leaving school

According to the ADCS estimated figures, in the five years preceding the pandemic, home 
education was surging in popularity. Since 2015, the home education cohort has been 
growing by 20 per cent year-on-year.24

Covid-19 has done nothing to allay this trend. In the context of this long-term growth, 
the last two years witnessed an explosion in the home education population. As things 
now stand, 49.8 per cent of the current cohort became home education during the 20/21 
academic year,25 during the period of school shutdowns.

When comparing the 2019/20 and 2020/21 academic years, the cumulative number of 
pupils in home education climbed by over a third,26 representing the largest year-on-year 
increase since ADCS records began. The Local Government Association (LGA) has 
estimated that, during September 2021 when schools re-opened, home education uptake 
in some LAs increased by up to 180 per cent.27

21 House of Commons, 2020 “home education: Coronavirus” [Available at: https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-
questions/detail/2020–09–15/90119]

22 Children’s Commissioner, 2019. “Skipping School: Invisible Children” [Available at: www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/02/cco-skipping-school-invisible-children-feb-2019.pdf]

23 HoC Education Select Committee, 2021 “Strengthening Home Education” [Available at: https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/
cm5802/cmselect/cmeduc/84/8402.htm]

24  ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

25 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

26 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

27 LGA, 2020. “More than a million young people in England could be missing full-time education”  
[Available at: www.local.gov.uk/about/news/lga-more-million-young-people-england-could-be-missing-full-time-education]

https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2020-09-15/90119
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2020-09-15/90119
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https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/cmselect/cmeduc/84/8402.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/cmselect/cmeduc/84/8402.htm
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eReasons for choosing home education

There are many reasons a  child may move into home education. To name a  few, the 
parents may feel it’s the best choice, it may be for religious or cultural reasons, the parent 
may feel a child’s needs are not being met within the school or it may be due to health 
reasons – among others.

In an appearance at the Education Select Committee, the Deputy Director of Ofsted said:

The spectrum is far too wide for us to think about just one type of home 
educator and a couple of reasons why parents take their children out of 
school. We need proper data to make proper analyses and make proper 
policy as a result of that.28

In their annual report, ADCS did provide some data around the reasons we do know. 
These figures are based on LA insights. In many cases, the reason for the move is unknown 
and unrecorded. LAs do not have the power to compulsory record the reason for pupil 
moves. “Parents did not provide a reason” was one of the most popular reasons in over 
a third of surveyed LAs.

Figure 1: Reasons for home education

Source: ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey”, Reasons for home education.29

28 Education Committee, 2021, “Oral Evidence: Home Education” [Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/
oralevidence/1948/html/]

29 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]
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LAs have continuously ranked ‘philosophical choice’ as one of the top reasons for families 
opting to home educate.30 In some cases, parents decide to educate their child at home 
to offer an alternative curriculum with more personalised support for their child.31

For some communities, like the Gypsy/Roma/Traveller (GRT) community, home education 
is a  cultural custom, and as such GRT families are typically overrepresented in existing 
LA home education figures.32 This cohort chooses home education to enable them to live 
a  lifestyle in keeping with their culture. There have also been concerns that this group 
of pupils are disproportionately likely to be off-rolled into home education. Embracing 
a cultural identity should not preclude a child from receiving a suitable education.

In recent years, the Government has voiced concerns about an increasing number of 
children being home educated for reasons which are not in the best interests of the 
education of the child.33

Since ADCS surveys first collected data on the reasons for moving to home education, 
negative reasons have always enjoyed preeminent positions on the list of reasons given by 
respondents. Health and wellbeing concerns and general dissatisfaction with school are 
among the highly ranked reasons.34 Before the pandemic these reasons took the form of 
‘dissatisfaction with the school’ and ‘health and/or emotional health concerns’, and now 
it is ‘Covid-19 concerns’ which has climbed to the top.35

When considering reasons why Covid-19 has led to more parents choosing to keep their 
children at home, Excluded Lives pointed to the number of parents in their research who 
felt reassured by their child being at home or those who support their child’s preference 
not to return to school as they feel happier learning at home.36

Similarly, a 2019 Ofsted review found that parents identified their child’s complex needs 
not being met as the primary reason given for home educating their child.37 While schools 
concede that appropriate support is not always readily available for some children, they 
argue that this is because they are suffering from limited access to in-school and wider 
support services.38

30 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

31 HC Education Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education: Third Report of Session” [Available at: https://committees.
parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

32 Written evidence submitted by the Traveller Movement to the Education Committee Inquiry into Home Education, 2020. 
[Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/14082/html/]

33 Department for Education, 2022. “Children Not In School” [available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1077818/Children_not_in_School_-_Schools_Bill_Factsheet.pdf] 

34 AADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

35 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

36 Excluded Lives, 2020 “School Exclusion Risks after COVID-19) [Available at www.education.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2019/11/Daniels-et-al.-2020_School-Exclusion-Risks-after-COVID-19.pdf]

37 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf]

38 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf]
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eDisadvantaged pupils are overrepresented in the home 
education cohort

Since comprehensive pupil-level data of children in home education is not collected, 
we are limited in what we can say for certain about the overall composition of the home 
education cohort. However, existing evidence suggests that pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds and those with additional needs are more likely than their peers to move 
off-roll into home education.

FFT Education Datalab publishes comprehensive analyses every year about the children 
who leave our education system. Over the last five years, they have been studying the 
extent to which pupils leave school and where they go.

Their analysis from 2021 looked at the cohort of children who started Year 7  in 2016. 
In Autumn 2016, 594,000 11-year-olds across England began state secondary mainstream 
schooling. By the end of Year 11, 92 per cent of this cohort had completed Key Stage 
4 in mainstream schools. Several thousand had a different destination recorded such as an 
independent school or special or AP setting. However, 3.5 per cent of this year group (over 
20,000 pupils) recorded ‘no final destination’.39

These children were moved off-roll to an unknown destination. Some of these children will 
have emigrated but others will have been moved into home education. Using ADCS data, 
FFT Education Datalab estimates that half of this group, around 10,000 pupils, entered 
home education.40

Their analysis breaks down the characteristics of children who finished KS4 with “no final 
destination”. By extension, conclusions can be vicariously drawn about the attributes 
of the home education cohort.41 

This analysis shows that disadvantaged pupils, those with a history of SEN, persistent absence 
and exclusions are far more likely to complete KS4 at an unknown destination compared 
with their peers.42 As displayed in the table above, A greater proportion of disadvantaged 
pupils finished KS4 with no final destination. 5.3 per cent of children classified as long-term 
disadvantaged (having been eligible for free school meals (FSM) for 80 per  cent of their 
education) ended KS4 with no final destination and 4.1 per cent of children ever eligible for 
free school meals had no final destination. In comparison, only 3.1 per cent of children who 
were never eligible for FSM were recorded with no final destination. This means a  child 
who is long-term disadvantaged is nearly twice as likely to end up with no final destination, 
then a child who was never eligible for FSM.

39  FFT Education Datalab, 2021. “Who’s left 2021” [Available at: https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/]
40  FFT Education Datalab, 2021. “Who’s left 2021” [Available at: https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/]
41  FFT Education Datalab, 2021. “Who’s left 2021” [Available at: https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/]
42  FFT Education Datalab, 2021. “Who’s left 2021” [Available at: https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/]

https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/
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Table 1: Pupils with no final destination by pupil characteristics

No destination No destination 

(per cent of entire 

school population)

Times more 

likely to be 

‘no destination’ 

than base group

Disadvantage Long-term 
disadvantaged

2,552 5.3% 1.7

Ever FSM 8,240 4.1% 1.3

Never FSM 12,409 3.1%

SEN Ever EHCP 774 4.4% 1.4

Ever SEN 8,723 3.9% 1.2

Never SEN 11,926 3.2%

Persistent  
absence

Ever persistent  
absentee

13,062 6.1% 3.2

Never persistent  
absentee

7,078 1.9%

Exclusions Permanently excluded 498 8.3% 2.6

Never PEX, 
>= 3 fixed-term 
exclusions

2,068 7.3% 2.3

Never PEX, < 3  
fixed-term exclusions

18,083 3.2%

All pupils 20,649 3.5%

The data by FFT Datalab also highlights how persistent absence appears to be a precursor to 
moves into home education. The proportion of children with no final destination was three 
times bigger for children who were ever persistently absent (6.1 per cent), compared to the 
proportion who were never persistently absent (1.9 per cent).

Similarly, the proportion of children permanently excluded or fixed term-excluded 
who completed their education in an unknown destination was much higher than 
the proportion of pupils with fewer exclusions. With a  permanently excluded child 
2.5  times more likely to end up with no final destination compared to a  child who 
had never been permanently exclude and had less than 3  fixed term exclusions. 
LA reports in ADCS research echo these findings. In the 2020/21 academic year, LAs 
reported significant increases in the number of home education children who have 
an EHCP or SEND.43

43  ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
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Local authority 
insights: oversight 
of home education

Local authority insights mainly reflected the data

When the CSJ asked LAs about the nature of their home education cohorts, their size and 
composition and how these have changed over time, their answers corresponded with the 
findings from available national data.

In the CSJ’s conversations with LAs, many Home Education Leads conceded that there are 
likely families who are home educating that they do not know of, so their comments only 
reflect the home educating families that they know about.

Local authorities reiterated the increase in home education

The Home Education Leads for the LAs we spoke to all agreed that the size of their home 
education cohorts has swelled over the last few years. They reported that the number 
of pupils in home education was rising pre-pandemic, but school shutdowns had led 
to a dramatic increase in the size of the home education cohort.

For example, one LA recorded between 800 and 900 home education pupils pre-pandemic, 
and now records between 1,300 and 1,400, while another relayed how its numbers had 
close to trebled. The example of these LAs were more-or-less mirrored with all the other 
LAs the CSJ spoke to.

While the acceleration in the growth of the home education cohort has slowed as schools 
have returned post-pandemic, LAs noted that they continue to observe steady increases 
in their home education populations. The trickle of pupils transitioning out of schools into 
home education has shown no sign of abating. Home Education Leads told the CSJ that 
they had expected a large proportion of children who left school in the pandemic to return 
to mainstream education when schools reopened, but for many LAs this expectation has 
yet to be realised.

The reality is that more pupils are in home education in England than ever before.
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The reasons for children moving to home education

When discussing reasons for moving to home education with the LAs, educational 
philosophy did crop up as a reason for opting to home educate, but LAs primarily spoke 
about other reasons they have noted as increasingly prominent in recent years.

The pandemic has clearly served to accelerate the growth of the home education cohorts. 
The LA Home Education Leads the CSJ spoke to explained that the pandemic itself was 
often a key reason for parents taking their children off-roll in recent years. Parents cited 
Covid health concerns (sometimes for a vulnerable relative in close contact with the child) 
as a decisive factor for parents pulling their children out of school.

LAs also noted that the length of time away from the school setting during the Covid-19 
pandemic was formative in the decision making for many parents. Some children were 
anxious about returning to school after a  prolonged period of absence. Compared 
to school, the home environment offered a  less socially confronting setting for children 
who had spent so long without in-person interactions with their peers.

Additional needs were also a common reason families gave for opting for home education. 
LA Home Education Leads explained that parents who did not feel their child’s special 
educational needs were being served well in school often end up deciding to home 
educate. Other LAs noted that some parents chose to home educate their child to avoid 
impending attendance fines or other attendance enforcement action.

There is no legal obligation on parents to disclose the reasons for their decision to home 
educate. Home Education Leads that the CSJ spoke to noted that this left their data 
collection unreliable and compromised their ability to address cases where children were 
entering home education for the wrong reasons.

The lack of insight into the home education cohort, driven by limits on the information 
that councils are entitled to collect, is a  theme and challenge throughout the home 
education system. In one LA, 46 per cent of families don’t give a reason at all. Another 
LA said that when parents are asked to provide reasons for opting to home educate, 
families will choose catch-all categories, like ‘personal and social reasons’, as a  way 
of avoiding the question.

Local authorities confirmed vulnerable pupils are 
overrepresented education

The LAs the CSJ spoke to all concluded that children with SEND, SEMH or links to social 
care were overrepresented in their home education cohorts. One LA had recorded 
150 of  its 500 strong home education cohort as having links (historically or otherwise) 
to  social care. LAs told the CSJ that the number of children in home education with 
complex needs has increased over time.

Children known to social care often present with additional risks, but the current system 
does not prohibit parents whose child is known to social care from moving them into 
home education. LAs voiced their concern that this group of children faced additional 
safeguarding risks when they left school.
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tw
oThe lack of data on home education meant that other LAs could only guess at the rate of 

SEN pupils in their cohorts. LA records only account for pupils with an EHCP, rather than 
any form of SEND. In one such a case, the Home Education Lead surmised that there was 
a high proportion of pupils with some form of SEND or SEMH need, whether identified or 
not. The assessments the CSJ were given were all anecdotal and exposed the high levels 
of uncertainty surrounding the needs of children in home education.

Another worrying characteristic of home education cohorts, one first unearthed in FFT 
Education Datalab analyses and substantiated in the CSJ’s LA conversations, is that many 
home educated pupils have had previous attendance or behavioural issues. Multiple 
Home Education Leads described cases where families of pupils with very poor attendance 
records opted for home education plainly in a  bid to avoid prosecution from a  School 
Attendance Order.

In other cases, LAs have relayed how parents of pupils with multiple fixed-term exclusions 
already on their record opt for home education simply to avoid permanent exclusion. This 
is something that may be in the interest of the school as well. Off-rolling occurs when 
a school suggests home education as a means of avoiding school exclusion.

All these cases caused particular concern among the LAs the CSJ spoke to, as entering 
home education for these reasons does not fill them with confidence that the education 
quality will be of a high standard. Often it is ongoing issues in the household which are 
contributing to the poor attendance or behavioural problems in the first instance, issues 
which will continue to have a negative bearing on the quality of the home education and 
suitability of the learning environment.

In some areas, low-income families were disproportionately likely to opt for home 
education. LAs told the CSJ that they had additional concerns around the capacity of 
low-income families to provide suitable home education. While more affluent families 
may be able to afford tutors or commission a stay at a forest school to complement home 
education, lower income families often cannot afford supplementary provision.

Recommendation 1: The Children Not In School Register should be rolled 
out nationally.

The Department for Education should reaffirm its commitment to a register for Children Not 
In School and should seek to bring forward legislation to introduce the register. The legislation 
should make clear what data should be collected and specify which agencies would be able 
to request and access this data. Data sharing should align with the powers agencies currently 
have for safeguarding children in school.

As part of the register, parents should have a  duty to notify when and where they move, 
triggering an LA to share the child’s home education information with the LA of the area 
they are moving to.

To reduce any attempts to evade the register, enlisting on the register should come attached 
with the certain education-related privileges, as detailed in this report, including access to the 
Education Dividend and support with exams.
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Recommendation 2: Local authorities should be given additional powers 
for comprehensive oversight of home educated children.

LAs should be given additional powers for more comprehensive oversight of home education 
children. This oversight should centre around the safety and wellbeing of the child and 
incorporate the child’s voice. This should include more frequent visits, powers to see the child 
(in person) at least once every six months.

Recommendation 3: Children subject to a Child in Need Review should 
only be removed from the school roll and placed in home education if 
the decision has been agreed with their lead social worker.

If a parent or guardian of a child subject to a Child in Need Review notifies the school of their 
decision to move into home education, the lead social worker should be contacted.

Over the two-week cool-off period, the social worker should review the case and make 
a decision about whether it is safe to remove the child into home education. The decision to 
remove the child should only be finalized following a review from the lead social worker.
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What we know 
so far: off-rolled 
into home education

The issue of off-rolling

To be clear, in some cases, the choice to home educate is made freely and based on 
a  parental philosophy about education.44 In other cases, parents may feel the state is 
not providing adequately for their child’s educational needs and that they are left with 
no choice but to remove their child from school.

In recent years, strong evidence has emerged about a third route into home education: 
Ofsted inspections45 and LA accounts46 suggest that some pupils are being coerced into 
home education following the threat of exclusion from school. This research has been 
built upon by the Education Select Committee.47 Home education has thus been identified 
by the Department for Education48 and Ofsted49 as one of the methods some schools are 
using to off-roll pupils.

Off-rolling is a practice which Ofsted defines as “the removing of a pupil from the school roll 
without a  permanent exclusion, when the removal is in the interest of the school 
not the pupil.”50

44 ADCS, 2020. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/education/article/elective-home-education-survey-2020]
45 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary school [available at: www.gov.uk/government/publications/

exploring-moving-to-home-education-in-secondary-schools]
46 Office of the Schools Adjudicator, 2020. “Office of the Schools Adjudicator Annual Report: September 2018 to August 2019” 

[Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/872007/
OSA_Annual_Report_Sept_2018_to_Aug_2019_corrected.pdf]

47 HC Education Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education: Third Report of Session” [Available at:  
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

48 Department for Education, 2019. “Elective Home Education: Call for Evidence 2018 Government consultation response” 
[Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791552/
EHECfEResponseDocumentv9.4.pdf]

49 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: www.gov.uk/government/
publications/exploring-moving-to-home-education-in-secondary-schools]

50 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring the issue of off-rolling” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf]
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The scale of off-rolling

While the extent to which pupils in home education have been coerced is unknown, 
the link between off-rolling and home education has nevertheless been exposed in recent 
years. Both the Department for Education and Ofsted have recognised coerced moves 
into home education as an off-rolling method.51 According to an Ofsted survey, one third 
of teacher surveyed believed that off-rolled pupils had moved to home education.52

The former Children’s Commissioner for England, Anne Longfield CBE, in her written 
submission to the Education Committee’s inquiry into home education estimated that, 
from her research, nearly 25,000 pupils were withdrawn from school to be home educated 
during the 2017–18 school year.

This research found that the majority of children taken off-roll came from a  minority 
of  schools. 5  per  cent of schools accounted for over 40 per  cent of children moving 
into home education, with seven schools having more than 30 students move off-roll 
into home education. She concluded that these figures raise “questions about the 
circumstances under which they left.”53

In an earlier report published by the Children’s Commissioner’s Office in 2019, the former 
Children’s Commissioner also found instances where parents moved their child into home 
education to avoid school exclusion or fines for non-attendance. The Commissioner even 
came across anecdotal evidence where schools had easily available letters ready for parents 
to sign to withdraw their child to home education, with some parents left distressed after 
not even realising what home education truly entailed.54

It’s the disadvantaged pupils who are most at risk 
of being off-rolled

The nature of off-rolling as an informal and veiled process means these patterns are even 
more difficult to determine. Parents must sign an agreement for the school to sanction 
a move to home education, so separating the coerced moves from the legitimate ones 
is complicated.55

51 Integrated, 2021. “Annual Report” [Available at: www.integrated.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/CSJ_IntegratED_
Annual-Report-2021_1.2–2-min-1.pdf]

52 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring the issue of off-rolling” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf]

53 Education Committee, 2020 “Written evidence submitted by the Children’s Commissioner’s Office” [Available at:  
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/15250/html/]

54 Children’s Commissioner, 2019. “Skipping School: Invisible Children” [Available at: www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/02/cco-skipping-school-invisible-children-feb-2019.pdf]

55 IntegratED Annual report, 2020. [Available at: www.integrated.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/IntegratED_V0.1.14-
Proof-DIGITAL.pdf]

https://www.integrated.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/CSJ_IntegratED_Annual-Report-2021_1.2-2-min-1.pdf
https://www.integrated.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/CSJ_IntegratED_Annual-Report-2021_1.2-2-min-1.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/15250/html/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/cco-skipping-school-invisible-children-feb-2019.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/cco-skipping-school-invisible-children-feb-2019.pdf
https://www.integrated.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/IntegratED_V0.1.14-Proof-DIGITAL.pdf
https://www.integrated.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/IntegratED_V0.1.14-Proof-DIGITAL.pdf
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Nevertheless, teacher surveys give some indication of the characteristics of the cohort 
at risk of off-rolling. When asked about pupils who are most likely to be off-rolled, 
87 per cent of the teachers surveyed by Ofsted in 2019 noted this included pupils with 
behavioural issues, 70 per cent noted pupils with low prior attainment, 53 per cent noted 
pupils with SEN and 42 per cent noted pupils from economically deprived areas.56

The lack of awareness around off-rolling makes the practice all 
the more concerning

Off-rolling is a taboo, not openly discussed in schools and not always understood by either 
teachers nor parents.57 This makes the issue more salient, as many pupils or parents do not 
understand that off-rolling is illegal.58

Some heads have been shown to exploit a parents’ lack of understanding of the education 
system and surrounding legislation to force a move into home education.59 By off-rolling 
a child, schools evade governor level scrutiny over the decision to exclude.

Pupils who move into home education have little right of appeal. While some LAs direct 
parents to complain about cases of off-rolling,60 such a  response relies upon parents 
understanding what off-rolling is and how to navigate the education system.

Parents are left helpless, without the skills or resources 
to provide a suitable education

The process to remove a child from the school roll is largely informal, requiring only written 
confirmation from the parent, and therefore the move can be arranged impetuously. In 
some cases, for example, parents were made aware of the possibility of home education 
and pulled their child out of school the very next day.61

A reactive move like this leaves parents unprepared for and unaware of the realities of 
home education after having already committed to it. When no route to reintegration 
is obvious, parents are left isolated.62

56 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring the issue of off-rolling” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf]

57 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring the issue of off-rolling” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf]

58 HC library, 2020. “Off-rolling in English schools” [Available at: https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-
8444/CBP-8444.pdf]

59 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring the issue of off-rolling” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf]

60 Wakefield Council, 2022. ”Wakefield School Exclusion Team” [Available at: www.wakefield.gov.uk/schools-and-children/
school-exclusions]

61 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring the issue of off-rolling” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf]

62 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf]
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https://www.wakefield.gov.uk/schools-and-children/school-exclusions
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf
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In particularly reprehensible cases of off-rolling, parents are sometimes intentionally 
uninformed, with some schools unwilling to provide clear avenues for the pupil’s return 
to the school.63 This is a particularly sobering given many parents appear to reverse their 
decision to home educate, exhibited in the high numbers of home education children and 
young people initiating a return to school throughout the 2020/21 academic year.64

Unprepared parents rush into home education, are caught unawares by its practical 
realities, and suffer from the time and resource requirements – as well as the financial 
burden. In this respect, many parents have cited the cost of textbooks and examinations 
as particularly difficult.65 Parents have reported that when they originally moved their child 
off-roll they had assumed that the LA would assist them.66

The focus on unprepared entry to home education is especially pertinent given what 
we know about the nature of the home education population. Individuals who are more 
likely to have SEN, behavioural issues or low educational attainment67 are also those 
more in need of a specialist approach.

The current format for removing children from the school roll is far too informal, benefiting 
nobody  – especially not the child. A  longer process would facilitate more dialogue 
between the relevant parties, giving time for parents to be better informed about the 
realities of home education before it’s too late.68 It may also give the opportunity for 
conflict resolution between parents and the school, when this is a  factor in the move 
to home education.69

63 Education Select Committee inquiry on home education Submission from the Centre for Social Justice, 2020.  
[Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/14499/pdf/]

64 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

65 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf]

66 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf]

67 FFT Education Datalab, 2021. “Who’s left 2021” [Available at: https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/10/whos-left-2021/]
68 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.

uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf]
69 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.

uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf]
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Insight from local 
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into home education

The issue of off-rolling

From the CSJ’s conversations with LAs, we heard that off-rolling remains a  prominent 
concern, and that Home Education Leads’ experiences of it has varied from the subtle, 
to  the outright overt. LAs told the CSJ that serious action from the Department for 
Education is needed to combat this malpractice.

On the subtle end of the spectrum, LAs recalled cases where identical letters were written 
by separate families asking to remove their child from school, as well as cases of letters 
notifying the LA of parents’ intention to home educate being written on stationary with 
the schools letterhead. On the other end of the spectrum, one Home Education Lead 
recounted a meeting they attended where a  school gave the parent a  choice between 
moving to another school, choosing home education, or getting a permanent exclusion.

Many LAs and schools have adopted new practices and protocols to challenge off-rolling. 
Tragically however, certain vulnerable cohorts remain the most at risk from off-rolling.

The vulnerabilities of children who are off-rolled

On this point, Home Education Leads have reaffirmed what the CSJ’s initial research 
suggests, in that pupils with additional vulnerabilities are those most susceptible 
to  off-rolling. LAs described how cases of off-rolling were more likely to be among 
families that have been known to social care, early help, or had SEND or SEMH needs, 
and it was further noted in one conversation, that less educated families are more likely 
to experience off-rolling.

Further, LAs have noticed an increasing number of children who are off-rolled tend 
more often to have had a previous history of poor school attendance. Home Education 
Leads agree on this point, noting that whether it is owing to behavioural, emotional, or 
social reasons, pupils with lower levels of attendance are more susceptible to off-rolling. 
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In these cases, the child may have an exceptionally low attendance record, with perhaps 
even several prosecutions on their record, and the school is less inclined to address the 
underlying needs of the pupil rather than just ensure that they are moved elsewhere.

Off-rolling biases are not just person-specific, but also time-specific. LAs the CSJ spoke 
to relayed how transition points are a more vulnerable point for pupils, as off-rolling rates 
typically peak just before the child leaves primary school or before they leave secondary 
school. This leaves pupils in Years 5/6 or Years 10/11 especially susceptible. Schools move 
children in these year groups to avoid having the pupil’s scores included in their exam 
results, for risk of bringing down the average and affecting their league table position. 
Some Home Education Leads gave an even more specific timeframe, noting that off-rolling 
was most common in December and January, just prior to key School Census dates.

Attempts to tackle off-rolling

Each LA the CSJ spoke to has attempted to tackle the practice of off-rolling in their 
locality. Nearly every LA the CSJ spoke with has at a minimum held conversations with 
schools about off-rolling, ensuring they understand what is appropriate and what’s not, 
how to identify malpractice, and generally demystifying off-rolling. Home Education Leads 
have also attempted to establish a culture where schools will challenge themselves on their 
behaviour, as well as neighbouring schools or other schools in their MAT.

Information gathering was seen as key by many LAs the CSJ talked to. To separate out 
cases of off-rolling from cases to move off-roll where the choice has been made freely, LAs 
have attempted to collect more data about the children moved off-roll. To this end, one 
LA requests information on possible vulnerable characteristics (such as SEN, social care, 
looked after etc.) of any new home education pupil at the point of transition, using a form 
sent to the child’s school.

The same LA also collects data on whether they’ve had three or more schools in the last 
12 months, or a poor attendance/exclusion record in the last 12 months. If any of these 
factors are present, this will be used as part of a risk assessment to assess whether the 
child is particularly vulnerable. In such an instance, the families will be offered extra 
support (which takes the form of more frequent visits) and so accordingly if it is a case 
of off-rolling, at least the family can expect greater LA support.

Other LAs told the CSJ of their attempts to meet with parents before the move off-roll. 
One LA engages in a  three-way chat with teachers, LAs, and the family at the point 
of  transition, in a  session which functions as an information-gathering exercise. The LA 
found that quite often it is a dispute with the school which has resulted in the decision 
to choose home education, and as such the Home Education Lead will act as a neutral 
intermediary to resolve the issues between the parties, and ensure the child stays on the 
school register.

LAs said that when schools see that off-rolling will be challenged, schools are disinclined 
from off-rolling in the first place.
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Several LAs have adopted a ‘two-week cool-off period’ policy, which allows pupils to stay 
on roll for two weeks after a  family opts for home education. In this time, the case 
is adjudicated by the LA and examined for any potential malpractice.

This period gives LAs the time needed to check that the child has not been off-rolled, 
and it also gives the LA an opportunity to fully inform the prospective parents about the 
realities of home education – their rights, the financial costs, and the forms of support 
which they are entitled to. Crucially, throughout this two-week period the family is entitled 
to re-enrol in their school at any point.

While the ‘two-week cool off period’ is a policy adopted in several LAs, others LAs told 
the CSJ that they lack the capacity to roll out the policy for every case of home education, 
but still see the merit in its application. One LA the CSJ spoke to therefore only exercises 
this policy in instances when the child in question has additional vulnerabilities such 
as SEN, SEMH, or if previously known to social care or early help. Given these groups 
have historically been more vulnerable to off-rolling, they have been prioritised for the 
additional support.

Encouragingly, the implementation of a  ‘two-week cool off’ has enjoyed anecdotal 
success. In one of the LAs where it was adopted, the Home Education Lead relayed how 
during the two weeks, nine out of ten times the reasons for opting to home educate will 
be exposed as relating to a  falling out with the school. In such instances often conflict 
resolution is possible, with the LA acting as a  neutral intermediary between the two 
parties. In these cases the interest of the child was initially not front and centre, but that 
the two-week delay period serves to bring those interests to the fore.

Another important feature of the two-week cool off period is that it gives the opportunity 
to inform families about the realities of home education. The current guidance allows 
parents to remove their child from school the next working day, and this grants little to 
no time for the LA to inform the family of their entitlements and responsibilities. Under 
the existing system, many LAs have noted incidences of parents being totally unprepared 
after having already committed to home education.

In some instances, parents have agreed to home educate despite both parents being 
in full-time employment, not fully grasping the time requirements of home education. 
Some families also moved into home education under the belief that a  parallel system 
of support and resources could be drawn upon locally, unaware that the responsibility 
for financing home education sits with parents. One LA even told the CSJ of a  family 
whose home educated child ended up working on market stalls day in day out, their 
parents did not realise that this amounted to child labour and they had to provide suitable 
education at home.

In each case, the families were well-meaning, and did not wish to jeopardise their child’s 
development, but they were ultimately uninformed about what home education entails. 
One of the main aims of the two-week cool off period is to seek to use this time to fill 
this information gap.
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Other areas have introduced a  neutral advocate role, someone to liaise with different 
parties prior to the decision to move off-roll. One LA noted the benefits of this include 
a better relationship with the family, who often come to attention following a relationship 
breakdown with both the school and LA. Having an independent, neutral advocate who 
can build a strong relationship with the family can lead to better cooperation.

Another policy that has been adopted by some LAs is the ‘right to return’ practice. One LA 
told the CSJ that they employ the ‘right-to-return’ policy for 12 weeks for any child moved 
off-roll into home education. If, at any stage during this time, the education is deemed 
unsuitable or the parent expresses a wish to return their child to mainstream, they will be 
immediately returned to their original school. The LA in question noted that this practice 
had made a difference in reducing off-rolling rates: schools now recognised little benefit 
in off-rolling a child only to see them return a couple months later.

While practices such as the ‘two-week cool off’ period, and ‘right to return’ are often 
introduced with the primary goal to prevent off-rolling, policies such as these can serve to 
benefit all children in home education, as they provide an opportunity to inform all parents 
of their duties, responsibilities, and available resources and provide a clear reintegration 
strategy in the cases where this is deemed appropriate.

While all these practices to combat off-rolling are highly innovative and have had marked 
success, ultimately, they are limited in their impact given they lack legal backing. Practices 
such as three-way conversations, two-week cool off periods, or education plans are purely 
optional for the family.

Recommendation 4: A two-week cool off period should be introduced to 
allow a period of reflection and consultation before a child is taken off 
the roll and moved officially into home education.

The two-week cool off period should be rolled out nationally, over this period the neutral 
advocate should meet with families considering home education to inform them about their 
duties, responsibilities, and extant support if they do decide to move into home education.

During the ‘two-week cool off period’, the neutral advocate should arrange to meet with the 
family to introduce themselves. In this meeting, the neutral advocate will explain what their 
legal responsibilities will be, discuss with families their plans for home education and offer any 
advice and answer any questions the family have. The neutral advocate will also signpost the 
parents to any resources and support, including local LA quality assured education providers and 
any local home education groups.

Recommendation 5: home educated children who wish to return to 
school should be given a right to return within six weeks.

The right to return should be rolled out nationally and be mandatory for six weeks. Many LAs 

already use this policy but it is not formally codified.

If home education pupils choose to return, the child should return to the school they were 
originally removed from, which will prevent off-rolling and stop parents taking their child 
off-roll to then try and re-enrol them at a different school as an attempt to sidestep the formal 
admissions process.
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What constitutes a ‘suitable’ education?

There is great confusion around what constitutes a ‘suitable’ education. There is no legal 
definition for this term. The Department for Education’s guidance for parents on home 
education refers to Section 7 of the 1996 Education Act which says:

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 
at school or otherwise.70

In other words, the education should be age appropriate and reflect the child’s 
ability and aptitudes.

According to the government’s guidance, parents who opt to home educate do not need 
to conform to standard school practices such as assessing progress, putting on formal 
lessons or offering a ‘broad and balanced curriculum’.71

To ensure a  child is receiving a  suitable and high-quality education, LAs need clear 
guidance on what indicates a quality home education. However, LAs have reported that 
the current national guidance on home education is not clear. In the 2021 home education 
report by ADCS, LAs made comments about the lack of basic duties for parents on home 
education, how they do not have to respond to LA inquiries and how the inconsistency 
and lack of clarification can lead to disagreement and even costly legal battles with parents 
on home education.72

70 Government legislation, 1996, ‘Education Act 1996’ [ Available at: www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/56/section/7]
71 Department for Education, 2019, ‘home education, guidance for parents’, [Available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.

uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791528/EHE_guidance_for_parentsafterconsultationv2.2.pdf
72 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey 2021” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_

Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf]
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https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_Report_FINAL.pdf
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In the government guidance on home education for LAs, the Department for Education 
states that LAs should take some measures to find out whether home educated children 
are receiving a suitable education, however, the Department for Education guidance says:

There are no detailed legal requirements as to how such a system of oversight 
should work, and it is for each local authority to decide what it sees as 
necessary and proportionate to assure itself that every child is receiving 
a suitable education, or action is being taken to secure that outcome.73

The lack of powers for LAs to inspect as a means of assessing suitability is reiterated in the 
guidance for parents which states that ‘your local authority has no formal powers or duty 
to monitor the provision of education at home.’74

The Department for Education guidance on home education for LAs initially states that if 
an LA has concerns about the suitability of a child’s education, they should initially attempt 
to resolve this through informal contact. It is suggested LAs should ask for proof about the 
education a child is receiving, but the guidance notes that parents are under no obligation 
to provide that.

In the guidance to parents, the Department for Education continues to make it clear that 
LAs have no formal power or duty over the quality of home education and that parents 
have no legal requirement to respond to any inquiries.75

If such inquiries do not prove satisfactory or if the parent does not provide the LA with 
any evidence, the LA is then advised to move towards a  more formal route, serving 
a written notice on the parent asking for proof the child is receiving a suitable education. 
If an LA remains concerned following this, they can serve a  School Attendance Order 
(SAO). However, the guidance notes that some LAs are reluctant to use such a  route 
due to the cost.76

There is a growing consensus surrounding the need for more robust quality assurance. In 
2021, the Education Select Committee concluded, there should be no ‘unreasonable barriers’ 
put in the way of parents choosing to home educate their child, but it is not ‘unreasonable to 
seek some reassurances about the suitability of education received by children’.77 

73 Department for Education, 2019, ‘home education, guidance for local authorities’, [Available at https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_
for_LAv2.0.pdf]

74 Department for Education, 2019, ‘home education, guidance for parents’, [Available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791528/EHE_guidance_for_parentsafterconsultationv2.2.pdf

75 Department for Education, 2019, ‘home education, guidance for parents’, [Available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791528/EHE_guidance_for_parentsafterconsultationv2.2.pdf

76 Department for Education, 2019, ‘home education, guidance for local authorities’, [Available at https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_
for_LAv2.0.pdf]

77  Education Committee, 2021, “Strengthening Home Education” [available at: https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/
cmselect/cmeduc/84/8402.htm]
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veOfsted also noted that, while formal routine inspections of home education may not be 

the answer, there are other ways they could work to ensure quality and accountability, 
including focusing more on home education during local area SEND inspections and 
further helping LAs develop systems to monitor home education quality.78

There are serious question marks over the quality 
of home provision

While many home educators may be providing excellent quality education, there is no 
way of verifying the standard of education for all children in home education.79 In their 
recent inquiry, the Education Select Committee heard anecdotal evidence from parents 
espousing the benefits of home education, including accounts which cite a  positive 
learning environment demonstrable in high achievement and impressive outcomes.80

While these accounts are promising, they are not a  substitute for comprehensive 
outcomes data and such anecdotal evidence cannot provide certainties about the 
standard of education across the board. Without greater quality assurance, there is 
no way of verifying whether all home educators are providing a  suitable education.  
The Education Select Committee concluded in their report:

It is simply not good enough that we are only able to make a best guess 
at the number of children receiving [elective home education], especially when 
the Department for Education itself acknowledges that there is “considerable 
evidence” that many children may not be receiving a suitable education. 
As it currently stands, the Committee is of the view that the status quo does 
not allow the Government to say with confidence that a suitable education 
is being provided to every child in the country.81

There is a  large body of qualitative evidence which indicates high numbers of home 
education pupils without access to the appropriate quality of education.82 Many families 
have found themselves “struggling to cope” with the demands of home education.83

78 Education Committee, 2020, “Written evidence submitted by Ofsted” [Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/
writtenevidence/14486/html/]

79 HC Education Committee, 2021, “Strengthening Home Education: Third Report of Session” [Available at: https://committees.
parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

80 HC Education Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education: Third Report of Session” [Available at: https://committees.
parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

81 Education Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education” [Available at: https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/
cmselect/cmeduc/84/8402.htm]

82 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936259/Exploring_moving_into_home_education.pdf]

83 Children’s Commissioner, 2019. “Skipping school invisible children” [Available at: www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/02/cco-skipping-school-invisible-children-feb-2019.pdf]
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The Department for Education’s own guidance acknowledges that ‘there is considerable 
evidence that many of these [home educated] children are not receiving a  suitable 
education’.84 Additionally, HM Chief Inspector also raised her concerns in Ofsted’s Annual 
Report that, despite best intentions, ‘the energy, time commitment and expertise needed 
to do the job well is beyond most parents’ capacity’.85

Ultimately, up to date data on outcomes for home education pupils does not exist, and 
without this we cannot make a fair assessment of the overall quality of home education.86 
Without data on outcomes, policy makers cannot ascertain how many children are 
receiving an effective or ineffective education, but any number of children receiving 
a low-quality education should be a cause for concern for society.

England is an international outlier

Compared with our European neighbours, England stands out as an international 
outlier with both the highest proportion of pupils in home education and the lowest 
amount of regulation.

Within Europe, no other country has a  higher rate of home education than 
England’s  0.8  per  cent of pupils.87 The next highest rate is 0.5 per  cent in France,88 
a country which mandates yearly inspections to ensure the suitability of home education.89 
A  2018 European Commission report into home education concluded that ‘students’ 
progress is monitored and assessed everywhere except in the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom where no regulation exists.’90

84 Department for Education, 2019. “Home education, guidance for local authorities” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf]

85 Ofsted, 2021. “The annual report of HM Chief Inspector” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1038508/Ofsted_Annual_Report_2020_to_2021.pdf]

86 HC Education Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education: Third Report of Session”  
[Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

87 HC Library, 2022. “Home education in England” [Available at: https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/
SN05108/SN05108.pdf]

88 Ministry of Education. 2020 “ÉTUDE D’IMPACT” [Available at: www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/textes/l15b3649_
etude-impact.pdf]

89 HSDLA, 2019. “Legal status and resources on homeschooling in France” [Available at: https://hslda.org/post/france]
90 European Education and Culture Executive Agency, Eurydice, 2018 “Home Education Policies in Europe: primary and 

lower secondary education” [Available at: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ea077239-e244–11e8-
b690–01aa75ed71a1]
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Local authority 
insights: the quality 
and suitability 
of home education

Greater cooperation between LAs and parents could be achieved if all parties more clearly 
understood what is expected of them. The lax requirements set out in the guidance 
ultimately leave parents unaware of their responsibilities, LAs powerless to intervene, 
and – most concerningly – children without a full and proper education.

The murky definition of suitable education often led to conflicts between parents 
and LAs with differing interpretations of the guidance. While currently the guidance 
does acknowledge that home education provision must be such that pupils can lead 
an independent adult life, the substance of the guidance does not match this ambition.

Acceptable standards

Across the board, in the CSJ’s conversations with LAs it was acknowledged that there 
is huge variation in the quality of home education they observe.

Concerningly, every LA reported a  cohort of children in home education for whom 
the education is of a  very low standard. It is this group that most concerns the Home 
Education Leads, as they are often the most challenging families to work with and, as 
such, dominate their workload. LA Home Education Leads were clear that cases of pupils 
receiving no  education at all is not only something that they come across but is not 
straightforward to challenge and resolve.

The difficulty in challenging poor practice derives from the Department for Education 
guidance referred to above. LAs said that current guidance sets leaves what constitutes 
a ‘suitable’ education poorly defined.

Many LAs stated that the guidance largely centres on meeting minimum expectations 
around literacy and nummary. Home Education Leads were keen to emphasise that the 
minimum standards not only lack ambition, but also lack clarity. LAs spoke of the vague 
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reference to a minimum expectation for basic literacy and numeracy proficiency, which has 
no further requirements regarding the quality or content of the education, leaving it wildly 
open to interpretation.

Some LAs felt that minimum expectations are set very low and stated that education had 
to be truly dire to be classified as unsuitable. When asked what constitutes an unsuitable 
education, LAs can only confidently point to instances where no education is being 
provided whatsoever. In other words, no learning activities at all is the only clear-cut 
representation of an unsuitable education, as interpreted from the guidance.

For example, in one of the CSJ’s conversations, the LA described how they rarely deem 
an education inappropriate, despite the fact that the quality they’ve observed varies 
substantially throughout the borough. The LA in question outlined how it accepts any 
evidence of learning as suitable. Another LA even remarked how, until recently, it was 
accepting counting leaves and baking cakes as evidence of a suitable education. In another 
case given, a parent reading to their child once a day at night-time was judged by the LA 
to be sufficient evidence of literacy proficiency.

At the other extreme, some LAs impose strict requirements on home education and 
regularly judge home education to be unsuitable. One LA for example noted that of its 
approximately 500 strong home education cohort, it had classified around 250 as receiving 
an unsuitable education. This highlights how the vagueness of the guidance creates 
a considerable gap between what the LA understands to be suitable, and what the parent 
does. Without a clearer defined set of standards, varied interpretations of what is a good 
standard will persist, with quality assurance differing from one LA to the next.

Even within a  LA, the accepted standard of home education can vary significantly. LAs 
have told the CSJ how they resort to ‘common sense’ when judging the suitability of 
a provision, effectively relying on the personal opinion of the LA official at the time, in the 
absence of a framework that can be used for reference.

Home education standards compared to school standards

The current minimal benchmarks set for home education children would under 
no circumstances be tolerated by government in any other part of the education system. 
It is unthinkable that a  school could get anywhere near the point of no educational 
delivery at all without prior intervention. It should go without saying that a vision of high 
education standards for every child should extend to home education, while recognising 
the flexibility of a parents’ right to choose what to and how to teach their child. The low 
benchmarks are currently depriving some home education children of the potential for 
high achievement.

Indeed, the comparison between the standards set out for school provision and for home 
education was a  theme across the CSJ’s LA conversations. One LA pointed out that it 
is ‘crazy’ that teachers have to meet onerous objectives on a regular basis to demonstrate 
that progress is being made with pupils, while home education families have no comparable 
alternative – despite often having to account for only one child rather than a classroom.
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sixThe teacher comparison was picked up by another LA, who emphasised the difference 
between teacher and parent teaching strategies. The same LA raised the point that parents 
do not have to undergo any formal training before they take their child off-roll, whereas 
teachers have to complete rigorous training throughout their career.

These concerns become all the more salient when considering that parents don’t even 
have to demonstrate proficiency in English themselves yet are expected to teach it to their 
child. Various Home Education Leads have recounted cases of illiterate parents or those 
who were not proficient in the English language delivering home education.

Local Authority oversight

The restricted set of powers available to LAs extends to its powers of oversight. The Home 
Educating guidance permits LAs the right to assess a home education child’s education just 
once a year, and written evidence or conversations with the parents in a neutral setting 
must be accepted. LAs are concerned these restrictions on seeing home education children 
and their educational settings do not allow them to make proper judgements about the 
nature of the child’s learning and their general wellbeing. This existing arrangement 
presents multiple challenges.

Firstly, when assessments are this infrequent, the LA only has assurances that the family 
is meeting their responsibilities on the day of the inspection, as opposed to the whole 
year. An example from one LA was a  case where Home Education officers conducting 
an assessment found the family using brand new, hardly opened textbooks which had 
evidently been bought shortly prior to the officers turned up. The parents were clearly 
acting with the intention to appease the LA, which no true indication about whether they 
are meeting the requirements in the guidance year-round. In such cases, the knowledge 
that the next visit will be conducted in 12 months fills the Home Education Leads with 
concern. Other LAs have raised similar concerns, noting how a one-off well written report 
is not evidence that quality is being sustained on a regular basis.

Secondly, the restricted oversight leaves the door open to safeguarding concerns. As 
demonstrated, the current system does not oblige LAs to hear the ‘pupils voice’ (as one 
LA put it) and correspondingly this can result in no home education officer having sight 
of the child for months or years. One LA the CSJ spoke to reported that for several home 
education cases, officers haven’t seen the child in over two years. When this level of 
professional oversight is compared to that of schools, the double standards are striking. 
The same LA noted that the infrequent assessments are a particular concern when they 
are already aware that the home environment isn’t conducive to truly effective learning. 
For example, the LA has home education families on its records known to Fair Access 
(where they are awaiting an assessment from social services support), but with no power 
to undertake greater oversight for these more vulnerable families, they must simply trust 
in other agencies like social services to pick up on any improper conduct.

This LA went on to express how they hoped the limited powers of oversight could change 
in the future, suggesting visits every 3 months instead of 12. Such an arrangement could 
help to assuage safeguarding concerns, but also – as the LA mentioned – could prevent 



families entering into home education for the wrong reasons. As mentioned above 
however, greater oversight has its costs and, as some LAs are unable to meet the duty of 
one visit a year, multiple visits would naturally require more staffing and funding resources.

School Attendance Orders

When education does not improve, the only option for LAs is to implement a  School 
Attendance Order (SAO). This comes with its own issues. Several LAs told the CSJ that 
the SAO is not fit for purpose because of the length of time they take and because the 
outcome doesn’t guarantee the child’s education will improve.

The SAO process can take 8 months or longer to run its course, during which time the 
child will not be receiving any education, which thus exacerbates the initial problem 
of lost learning.

The process does not actually improve the quality of education, nor does it ensure that the 
child is moved to a proper education setting. Families that ignore the SAO are prosecuted 
with a fine that, once paid, often is the ultimate outcome.

LAs recounted instances where parents have wilfully not complied with the home 
education guidance knowing that they are happy to pay the fine. One Home Education 
Lead told the CSJ of an instance where they deemed a  family was offering unsuitable 
education and the parent, knowing the procedure, simply asked when the court date was 
and explained that they were happy to pay the fine. Given there are no further powers 
available to LA other than SAO prosecution, beyond this point there was no clear way to 
move the child into a proper education setting.

In fact, LAs have found that the most effective use of the SAO is as a  threat  – to 
help encourage parents to increase the quality of their provision  – rather than as an 
enforcement tool. SAOs can be used as a bluff hoping that the family is unaware of the 
weaknesses of the process.

LAs told the CSJ that they have to over rely on the threat of an attendance order to 
improve the quality of education. Such an approach risks damaging the relationship with 
home educating families. Clearer guidance could foster system improvement and build 
the foundations for stronger relationships centred around providing the best education 
for all children.

Recommendation 6: The guidance on home education should be made 
statutory and updated for both local authorities and parents to strengthen 
the minimum benchmarks that constitute a suitable education.

The home education guidance for parents and for LAs should be updated to include more detail 
on what constitutes a suitable education. The education must also demonstrate how it enables 
a child to function in society as an independent adult, including a focus on basic skills that will 
lead to future education and employment.
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sixRecommendation 7: Each home educated child should complete an 
annual, light-touch progress assessment in English and Maths.

At the end of each school year, every home education child should complete a  light touch 
standardised assessment in English and Maths to check whether they are working at the level 
of their peers. Their results should be compared to the local average of their peers, recognising 
attainment varies from area to area, and take into account any learning needs.

If the child’s result deviate significantly from the local average, an LA will be prompted to make 
further enquiries about the suitability of home education. The family’s neutral advocate should 
be involved in any further enquiries.

Currently, out of the countries across Europe who permit home education, only in the UK and 
the Netherlands is home educated students’ progress not regularly monitored and assessed. 
In many countries, students are expected to sit assessments – either yearly or termly – which, 
should they fail, they are required to return to school.91

91 European Education and Culture Executive Agency, Eurydice, 2018 “Home Education Policies in Europe: primary and 
lower secondary education” [Available at: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ea077239-e244–11e8-
b690–01aa75ed71a1]
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What we know so 
far: safeguarding

Safeguarding legislation

LAs have a duty to protect and safeguard all children in their locality, regardless of their 
educational setting. The Children Act of 2004 outlines LAs general duties to promote the 
wellbeing and welfare of all children, educated both in school and at home.92

Under education law, LAs have a  duty to intervene if a  child is receiving an 
“unsuitable  education”. While an unsuitable education has clear consequences for the 
intellectual development of a child, the government makes clear that such an education 
can also hamper emotional, social, or behavioural development. Where this is a risk, the 
guidance for LAs have a  responsibility to bring in other child protection agencies and 
consider their broader safeguarding duties.93

Safeguarding risks at school and in the home

Safeguarding concerns are present both pre and post the decision to home educate, 
an  issue acknowledged by the government in their home education guidance.94 Any 
reforms around safeguarding must address this issue in the round. Every child, no matter 
where they are educated, should be kept safe from harm.

In some cases, parents withdraw their children to protect them from harm at school. The 
Children’s Commissioner’s Big Ask Survey recorded the views of nearly 5,000 children in 
home education. Many home educated children detailed challenges they faced in school, 

92 Department for Education, 2019. “Home education, guidance for local authorities” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_
for_LAv2.0.pdf]

93 Department for Education, 2019. “Home education, guidance for local authorities” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_
for_LAv2.0.pdf]

94 Department for Education, 2019. “Home education, guidance for local authorities” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_
for_LAv2.0.pdf]
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including bullying, anxiety and other mental health needs, or special educational needs 
which were not identified or supported. They had not left school through choice, but had 
moved into home education because they hadn’t received the support they needed.95

Submissions to the Education Select Committee noted instances where parents remove 
their child from school to protect them from bullying. Parents told the Committee that, 
despite voicing their concerns to school about their child’s safety and wellbeing, issues like 
bullying often went unaddressed.96

In most cases, schools act as a  protective factor in children’s lives.97 Being in school 
increases the visibility of children and enables professionals with expertise in safeguarding 
to refer to other agencies, as needed. Children who do not attend school often become 
hidden and the risks to their welfare are harder to observe.98

Ofsted has stated that children educated outside of school settings may experience risks 
within their family, including neglect and harm, and also risks outside of their family such 
as exploitation or radicalisation.99

According to existing research, there is no proven causal relationship between 
home education and increased safeguarding risk.100 The Child Safeguarding Practice 
Review Panel Annual Report found that of the 482 referrals to the panel in 2020, 
15  of  the  cases  (3.3  per  cent) involved a  child in home education. Three of these 
cases resulted in death, two through suicide and one through risk-taking behaviour.101 
The 12 cases of serious but non-fatal harm included intra-familial sexual abuse, emotional 
abuse and neglect. Their report stated that “often these children were ‘invisible’ as they 
were not in school and not visited at home – they did not have the additional protection 
that school provides”.102

The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel is due to publish a thematic investigation 
into home education later this year. Their report will look at children vulnerable to 
safeguarding risks when educated outside of school and examine the extent to which 
home education is a factor in harm.103

95 Children’s Commissioner, 2022. “Where are England’s Children?” [Available at: www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/report/
where-are-englands-children-interim-findings-from-the-childrens-commissioners-attendance-audit/]

96    Education Select Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education” [Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/
publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

97 Ofsted, 2017. “Social care commentary: hidden children – the challenges of safeguarding children who are not attending 
school” [Accessed via: www.gov.uk/government/speeches/social-care-commentary-hidden-children-the-challenges-of-
safeguarding-children-who-are-not-attending-school]

98 Ofsted, 2017. “Social care commentary: hidden children – the challenges of safeguarding children who are not attending 
school” [Accessed via: www.gov.uk/government/speeches/social-care-commentary-hidden-children-the-challenges-of-
safeguarding-children-who-are-not-attending-school]

99 Ofsted, 2017. “Social care commentary: hidden children – the challenges of safeguarding children who are not attending 
school” [Accessed via: www.gov.uk/government/speeches/social-care-commentary-hidden-children-the-challenges-of-
safeguarding-children-who-are-not-attending-school]

100 Department for Education, 2019. “Home education, guidance for local authorities” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf]

101 The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2020. “Annual Report 2020” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/984767/The_Child_Safeguarding_Annual_Report_2020.pdf]

102  The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2020. “Annual Report 2020” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/984767/The_Child_Safeguarding_Annual_Report_2020.pdf]

103 The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2020. “Annual Report 2020” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/984767/The_Child_Safeguarding_Annual_Report_2020.pdf]
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Evidence submitted to the Education Select Committee suggested that additional 
safeguarding risks were present for a small but significant number of children.104 LAs only 
need to be concerned about a  “tiny minority” of children in home education, but the 
current system makes it difficult to identify who that tiny minority is and where they are 
being educated.105

Local authority powers to safeguard children in home education

Fulfilling their safeguarding duty to protect all children is often difficult as LAs do not have 
a full record of all children being home educated children in their area. The result is that 
93 per cent of councils don’t feel confident that they’re aware of all the home educated 
children living in their area.106

Councillors have noted a gap between a LA’s duty to safeguard children and the formal 
powers they are given to fulfil this duty. If a  child is not attending school, it is much 
harder for LAs to identify and visit children and gather evidence around a safeguarding 
issue. Currently, LAs’ ability to see a child in home education rests upon the consent and 
cooperation of parents. Where parents are not cooperative, LAs do not have the power to 
keep in touch with children.107

LAs can only get access to a child if they can substantiate concerns around safeguarding. 
When LAs are unable to build concrete evidence about the risk to a  child, their ability 
to act is limited.108

104 Education Select Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education” [Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/
publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

105 Education Select Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education” [Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/
publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

106 Children’s Commissoner, 2019. “Skipping school invisible children” [Available at: www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/02/cco-skipping-school-invisible-children-feb-2019.pdf]

107 Education Select Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education” [Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/
publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]

108 Education Select Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education” [Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/
publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]
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insights: safeguarding

Safeguarding concerns as a trigger for the transition 
to home education

Safeguarding and a lack of general support in the school were reasons many of the LAs 
noted parents deciding to home educate their child.

As part of their safeguarding procedure for home education, one LA noted how they look 
at a child’s record when parents inform them of the move to home education. In particular, 
they would look for if a child has moved between multiple schools in the last 12 months, 
whether they have had an exclusion in the last 12 months, where there has been social 
services in-volvement, where they have an EHCP plan or where the child has never 
attended mainstream education. This will then flag to the LA to particularly support that 
family with the move in home education, due to the potential vulnerable and safeguarding 
issues with that child.

Several LAs noted how a history of poor attendance at school was common, with multiple 
noting parents would choose remove their child into home education either to avoid legal 
sanctions around poor attendance or simply because they were unable to get their child 
into school and felt it was the only way. Some confirmed that this could be related to 
unsupported school phobia and anxiety around school, with such needs being unmet. 
According to the LAs, this reason was becoming more commonplace after Covid-19  – 
whether anxiety around medical issues or general school phobia.

LAs noted how some parents chose to remove their child when the child was heading 
towards permanent exclusion, as a means of avoiding that permanent exclusion. 

A few LAs noted how bullying issues – particularly unresolved bullying issues – in school 
has led to some parents moving their child into home education. This in turn can cause 
children to not settle in school, or refuse to go to school, and where parents feel the 
school has not fully tackled the issue they have chosen to withdraw their child and home 
educate instead.
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The types of safeguarding concerns for children who 
are home educated

Safeguarding in general is a real challenge for many of the LAs the CSJ spoke to. Fears 
range from child employment to child abuse and from neglect, to gang affiliation. These 
fears all stem from the low level of oversight the CSJ have already outlined and have made 
LAs question how far they are from a Serious Case Review, particularly in those incidences 
where parents meet the home education officer at a neutral location, with no paperwork 
and without the child, just saying “everything is fine.”

One LA the CSJ spoke with had experienced a Serious Case Review. A parent who was 
regularly submitting eloquently written evidence had in truth faked it all, and only after 
the parent was taken ill in hospital was it revealed that in reality the child had not seen 
a professional in 6 years, and had been getting no educational stimulus whatsoever for 
that time. Since this incident, no changes have been made to legislation to guard against 
this from happening again, therefore it is no wonder that other LAs remain fearful about 
the lack of oversight they have of their home education cohorts.

As mentioned above, safeguarding concerns for at least one LA extend to that of gang 
related issues. The LA the CSJ spoke to noted how a  portion of its home education 
cases flag up as gang affiliated at the point of referral and are later judged to be cases 
of ‘unsuitable provision’ once it has been found that no education is taking place. At this 
point, however, owing to the weaknesses in the guidance and the scant powers available 
to the LA, the process of getting the child back into school is not straightforward, and 
it can be months before the child is returned to school  – during which time they may 
be exposed to serious gang-related risks while working for county lines. Despite this 
indisputable safeguarding risk, there are no extra protections offered for children who 
are flagged as gang affiliated in home education, and LAs often have no capability to 
intervene more urgently.

The connection between home education and child employment carries with it even more 
specific concerns. As LAs were keen to point out, employment legislation fails to account 
to for home educated children, and the laws surrounding the issue are not clearly defined. 
There have been cases of home education working on farms, or on market stalls, with their 
parents arguing that it is simply part of their provision. This issue is particularly prominent 
among the GRT community, as the lines are blurred between a provision which prepares 
them for their future adult life, and a provision which is effectively child labour. One LA 
dealing with a  GRT case of child employment noted how they were first made aware 
of the child when they were admitted to hospital after falling out of tree while working 
as a  tree-feller. In not all the cases the families are aware that what they are providing 
constitutes as child labour and is a safeguarding risk, which goes to back to failures in the 
guidance in making that distinction.
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Local Authority Safeguarding Powers

Even where teams do have concerns regarding safeguarding, these are rarely sufficient 
to meet the threshold required for social service involvement, and without the ability 
to investigate further, the LAs are left with concerns but no answers. While one LA did 
consider involving social care on the premise of educational neglect, they found that their 
concerns didn’t meet the threshold for intervention, as sight of the child and the learning 
space was enough to classify it as an educational issue not a  social services one. The 
role of a Home Education Lead does not therefore allow for any degree of professional 
curiosity to investigate potential issues further. One LA therefore summed up the issue 
of safeguarding as a catch 22: LAs must have concerns in order to intervene, but cannot 
intervene in order to find out whether or not they should have concerns.

The message from the LAs was that, in order to allay these safeguarding concerns, 
more powers and firmer guidance is essential. Safeguarding cases should be regarded as 
exceptional, warranting extra protections for these particularly vulnerable cases. Already 
some LAs have introduced extra measures for vulnerable cases, but these procedures 
do not have legal backing and thus are optional for the family. One LA for example offers 
more frequent visits to its most vulnerable home education children, in one case meeting 
with a child-in-care every two weeks. This arrangement proved very useful in both assuring 
the home education officers that the child was safe, and in providing guidance and 
support for the child as and when they needed it.

It is also important to note that the LA most confident in its safeguarding abilities was 
also one of largest teams  – with 21 officers each with their specialist safeguarding 
acumen. This speaks to the value of funding and resources, and that to properly protect 
child in home education such factors must be considered. However, while this LA was 
more confident than most, they still recognised that, ultimately, they were powerless 
in the event of a parent declining a visit, and that the Home Educating Guidance needs 
strengthening if these protections are to be guaranteed.

LAs need additional powers to ensure that children who are home educated do not fall off 
the radar. The recommendations outlined in the first chapter on oversight should bolster 
LAs’ ability to identify and monitor children at risk in home education. In addition to this, 
further reforms are necessary to guarantee that all safeguarding activities for children 
in home education are informed, proportional and timely.

Recommendation 8: Ofsted should conduct a  thematic review on 
safeguarding risks at school, such as unresolved instances of bullying, 
which trigger the decision to home educate.

The Ofsted review should examine the concerns of parents who have opted to take their 
children out of school. It should seek to identify if there are any schools where moves off-roll are 
common and examine any safeguarding issues which precipitate a decision to home educate.
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Recommendation 9: The Children Not In School Register should allow 
data to be shared across the local authority with relevant bodies involved 
in multi-agency safeguarding, in line with existing responsibilities for 
schools under “Keeping children safe in education”.

The Children Not In School Register should be implemented in a  way that encourages 
multi-agency working, including across LA boundaries where relevant. LAs should be given 
powers to share data with relevant multi-agency safeguarding bodies, in line with the powers 
given to schools.

Data on the register should be shared with relevant multi-agency bodies under the “safeguarding 
of children and individuals at risk” condition. Personal data should not be shared where the 
serious harm test under legislation is met.

Recommendation 10: Local authority Home Education Leads should 
receive training to spot any signs of maltreatment or safeguarding risks.

This would facilitate LAs to fulfil their key duty to ensure the safety and wellbeing of every 
single child in their area, whether home-educated or school-educated. This training would be 
developed to be in line with the training provided for health visitors.
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What we know so 
far: support for home 
educating families

The availability of support

Currently, there are huge discrepancies in the support given to parents as they home 
educate, with a  further lack of any detailed guidance for them to draw from on what 
should be provided.

Despite the government stating that they want parents who choose to home educate 
to be supported, LAs are under no statutory duty to provide support.109 Parents may 
commission their own support to supplement home education, or they may engage with 
parental support groups which offer tuition and networks to spread best practice, but 
there is no requirement to do so and available support differs significantly.110

Support offered prior to a move off-roll

The Education Select Committee’s recent report on home education stated that for 
some families the decision to home educate is not truly “elective”. They examined the 
disproportionate moves off-roll for children with SEND who were not receiving the support 
they needed in state schools.111

Their inquiry exposed the difficult decisions facing parents of children with SEND who did 
not receive support for their needs at school. One parent said:

Many parents home educate specifically because […] support for their child 
with special needs of any sort was inadequate. Many of these children within 
the school system were neglected, abused and dismissed, leaving parents little 
choice but to home educate to protect them.112

109 Department for Education, 2019. “Home education, guidance for local authorities” [available at: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf]

110 Ibid.
111 Education Select Committee, 2021. “Strengthening Home Education” [available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/

publications/6974/documents/72808/default/]
112 Ibid.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6974/documents/72808/default/
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Support offered at the point of the move off-roll

Government guidance states that LAs should provide support and advice to families 
at the point when they decide to home educate. This support should be based on the 
individual’s motivations for home educating. In such discussions, the LA should make clear 
the substantial time commitments that are necessitated by home education and should 
outline alternative routes.113

Despite the government guidance, at present very few parents get to have this discussion 
with LAs prior to the move off-roll. In the current system, decisions to home educate can 
be made in haste and parents have reported not fully understanding the implications 
of their decision. In some cases, parents were made aware of the possibility of home 
education and pulled their child out of school the very next day.114

The lack of information and support for parents at the stage of a  move off-roll is 
problematic for a range of reasons. More generally, it can lead to rushed decisions. In their 
recent review of home education, Ofsted highlighted instances where parents had made 
the decision to home educate in haste, without the necessary information about what 
home education would entail or the support services available to them.115

A significant proportion of parents appear to change their minds: according to one 
study, the in-year variation of home educating pupils is around 30 per cent,116 and in one 
LA, nearly 4  in 5 of their unplaced pupils were seeking to return to school from home 
education.117 Reintegration to mainstream schools can be highly challenging118 and school 
leaders have expressed concerns about returning pupils’ loss of learning.119

In other cases, parents are deliberately left uninformed about what the decision to home 
educate will entail. As already stated, there is growing evidence about the use of home 
education as a route for off-rolling. Teachers believe that parents with a limited knowledge 
of the education system are particularly at risk of being off-rolled,120 and this is supported 
by accounts of illiterate parents who have been asked to sign pro-forma letters (to move 
their children into home education) that they do not fully understand.121

113 Department for Education, 2019. “Home education, guidance for local authorities” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf]

114 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring the issue of off-rolling” [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf]

115 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: www.gov.uk/government/
publications/exploring-moving-to-home-education-in-secondary-schools]

116 ADCS, 2019. “Elective Home Education Survey 2019” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_Elective_
Home_Education_Survey_Analysis_FINAL.pdf]

117 Office of the Schools Adjudicator, 2018. “Office of the Schools Adjudicator Annual Report: September 2017 to August 2018” 
[Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/771529/
OSA_annual_report_September_2017_to_August_2018.pdf]

118 Ibid.
119 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools”  

[Available at: www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-moving-to-home-education-in-secondary-schools]
120 YouGov, 2019. “Exploring the issue of off-rolling” (On the behalf of Ofsted) [Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.

uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf]
121 Tes, 2019. “Illiterate parent was asked to sign off-rolling letter” [Available at: www.tes.com/magazine/archive/illiterate-parent-

was-asked-sign-rolling-letter]

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791527/Elective_home_education_gudiance_for_LAv2.0.pdf
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-moving-to-home-education-in-secondary-schools
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https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_Elective_Home_Education_Survey_Analysis_FINAL.pdf
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-moving-to-home-education-in-secondary-schools
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implications of, home education would help to mitigate the problems above. However, 
this is often not easy to come by. For instance, some school leaders do not provide parents 
with information about home education in advance of the decision to leave school, as they 
do not want this to be perceived as an attempt at off-rolling.122

While the Department for Education has released guidance for parents on the roles and 
responsibilities that home education entails, not all parents know that this exists and some 
struggle to navigate this advice (for example, where there are language barriers). Many 
LAs place copies of the guidance on their websites (although some LAs prefer to use their 
own guidance),123 but advice that would have been useful for parents to have at critical 
junctures (such as in exclusion panels) is not always provided in a  timely fashion and is 
sometimes offered after children have been sent home.

There are also problems with the breadth of the guidance that is offered. For instance, 
it does not do enough to support informed decision-making when commissioning 
alternative provision to supplement home education.

Perhaps most concerningly, there is a  lack of detail regarding the safeguarding checks 
parents should undertake to ensure providers are fit for purpose – the guidance simply 
states that parents “should ask about matters such as safeguarding and checks on staff.”124 
This is particularly problematic as there is a known link between unregistered providers 
and home education – according to the ADCS’s annual survey, one LA reported 60 known 
unregistered providers that supported home educated pupils (a number they anticipated 
would rise), and 13 LAs were aware of unregistered or illegal schools operating in their 
area.125 Parents “often assume that private tutors and education centres are regulated and 
do not check the provision.”126

The types of support offered to home educating families

The support available for families once they move into home education also differs from 
one council to the next. The ADCS 2021 survey asked LAs about the support they offer 
to home educating families. The survey found that the most common form of support 
offered to home educating families was telephone or video call. Only a  fraction of LAs 
said that they provided face to face meetings.127 Other types of support included: social 
media engagement and emails and the use of home educating parental network groups 
to maintain a connection between families and the LA.128

122 Ofsted, 2019. “Exploring moving to home education in secondary schools” [Available at: www.gov.uk/government/
publications/exploring-moving-to-home-education-in-secondary-schools]

123 Plymouth Online Directory, 2020. “Educating your child at home” [Available at: www.plymouthonlinedirectory.com/
childrenandfamilies/homeeducation]

124 Department for Education, 2019. “Elective Home Education: Departmental guidance for parents” [Available at: https://assets.
publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791528/EHE_guidance_for_parentsafterc
onsultationv2.2.pdf]

125 ADCS, 2019. “Elective Home Education Survey 2019” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_Elective_
Home_Education_Survey_Analysis_FINAL.pdf]

126 ADCS, 2018. “Elective Home Education Survey 2018” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_
survey_analysis_2018_FINAL_web.pdf]

127 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

128 Ibid.
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Figure 2: Support for EHE families

Source: ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf] 

Central government and LAs are under no duty to provide financial assistance for the cost of 
home education. Any costs incurred, including tuition, resources, and exam entrance fees, 
are the responsibility of the parent or caregiver. Some LAs, however, do make discretionary 
funds available where possible.129

Half of all LAs responding to the ADCS survey on home education did not know of schools 
in their areas who accepted external home educating candidates for exams. Where LAs were 
aware of schools who did host home educating children, an average of 2.6 schools per LA 
were available for external candidates.130

Similarly, LAs were asked about exam centres who offered to host home educated children 
sitting their GCSEs. 70 per cent were not aware of exam centres in their local area who 
offered to host home educated children. In areas where exam centres were known to 
host external candidates, an average of 2 settings per LA were providing this service.131 

129 HoC Education Select Committee, 2021 “Strengthening Home Education” [Available at: https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/
cm5802/cmselect/cmeduc/84/8402.htm]

130 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

131 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]
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eLocal authority capacity to deliver support

The capacity to offer support varies significantly from one LA to the next. In some areas, there 
are whole teams dedicated to home education whereas in others the roles are much more 
limited. On average, 2.2 staff per LA are dedicated to overseeing home education.132

Support services for home educating families are stretched. Last year, the average 
overspend on coordinating home education for each was £40,000 per LA, and 51 per cent 
of LAs were unable to even point to any setting which hosts external candidates for 
examinations in their area.133

132 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]

133 ADCS, 2021. “Home education Survey” [Available at: https://adcs.org.uk/assets/documentation/ADCS_EHE_Survey_2021_
Report_FINAL.pdf]
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Local authority insights: 
support for home 
educating families

Identifying home educating families in need of support

The Home Education Leads the CSJ spoke to flagged how difficult it is to know where all 
families are to offer them support due to there being no universal way to know where 
all the home educating families in their area are.

One LA flagged how this is particularly the case for families harder to reach, who are 
typically the families who they would want to offer more support and work more 
collaboratively with. One LA noted how the register would enable them to be able 
to better contact parents and make them aware of support packages available for home 
education in their area.

A lack of support in the school system

Offering such support to families is important considering the number of parents that 
LA highlighted had withdrawn their child from school due to a lack of support at school. 
Whether this is with SEND, with SEMH, with unresolved bullying issues or other unmet 
needs, multiple LAs noted a breakdown of the relationship between the family and the 
school – and often then the LA which they view as part of the same system – prior to the 
move to home education.

One LA noted how this must particularly affect the family’s view of the whole system, with 
parents at that stage often choosing to home educate, rather than try another school. 
However, currently even at home a child’s SEND and/or other needs may continue to go fully 
unmet, despite the best efforts of the parents, due to a lack of support and resources.

The forms of support available for home educating families

As support is not prescriptive, the forms of support varied among the LAs the CSJ spoke 
to. Most LAs offered some sort of signposting to support, with others offering additional 
support packages such as library passes, connections to other home educating families and 
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social groups, access to sports equipment, signposting to curricular resources and details 
on potential funding for exams. However, the LAs also noted that this relies on the family 
proactively making themselves aware to the LA and engaging in the support package.

Local authority capacity to deliver support

Resourcing and funding was flagged by multiple LAs as a barrier to offering support, when 
they are struggling to have enough hours to even complete the yearly contact with home 
educating families let alone offering additional support.

One LA noted how a school currently keeps the funding for a child, if that child was in 
school before moving to home education, instead of the funding following the child and 
allowing the LA to offer more, financed, support as a result. This LA in particular flagged 
how they want to offer additional SEND support to home educating families of a child 
with SEND but that they simply do not have the resources to do this.

Recommendation 11: A neutral advocate role should be introduced, who 
will develop a relationship of trust with the family at the point that they 
decide to move into home education and who can signpost families to 
further support.

To ensure home education parents/caregivers feel supported throughout the process of moving 
into home education, a  neutral advocate role should be introduced in each LA. The home 
education officer’s duties would include guiding families through the process of home education 
from the moment that they take their child off-roll, informing parents about the existing support 
available for home education families, and supporting suitable education assessments.

This role would help to foster a collaborative relationship between home education parents and 
the LA. Many home education cases start with a breakdown in relationships between the school/
LA and the family and the introduction of the neutral advocate could help to repair damaged 
relationships and improve outcomes for children in home education.

Recommendation 12: The government should appoint 2,000 school 
attendance practitioners to address the underlying causes of school absence 
and remove the barriers to engagement for severely absent pupils.

From the CSJ’s fieldwork, we heard about children who were removed from school by families 
seeking to avoid School Attendance Orders. The CSJ heard of how relationships can break 
down between schools, LAs and families and issues can go unresolved, acting as a break on 
engagement in education.

The government should create a nationwide programme of school attendance practitioners, 
with increased investment in areas where severe absence rates and moves off-roll are high.

In total, this programme would cost £80 million. Funding could be derived from the Supporting 
Families programme as it is reformed to focus on tackling school absence.
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Recommendation 13: The government should expedite its rollout of 
Mental Health Support Teams and make sure all schools have a  senior 
Mental Health Lead.

In the 2017 Department of Health Green Paper, the government committed to rolling out 
Mental Health Support Teams and Designated Senior Leads for Mental Health to a  fifth of 
schools by 2023. The rollout has now been accelerated to reach a quarter of all schools.

Given the scale of mental health problems children are facing, this programme’s rollout should 
be further accelerated. All schools should have their own Designated Mental Health Lead by 
the end of 2025. The Government should produce a new delivery timeline and should seek 
to target areas with high levels of disengagement and poor access to mental health services.

Recommendation 14: When pupils who are eligible for Pupil Premium are 
moved off-roll into home education the Pupil Premium funding should 
follow the child and form an Educational Dividend. Low-income home 
education families could then draw upon this dividend and use it to 
commission education support which has been quality assured from the 
local authority.

When a child leaves school to move into home education, a portion of that child’s education 
funding should follow them and form an Educational Dividend. This funding should form 
an Education Dividend for that child which parents of electively home educating children 
can draw upon to commission LA quality assured educational services to complement their 
home education.

This funding should be released after the six week ‘right to return’ period. The Educational 
Dividend would be means tested, in line with current Pupil Premium eligibility conditions. 
This would ensure that children from low-income backgrounds can still access high-quality 
education support, like that commissioned by more affluent electively home educating families. 
This provision may take the form of tutoring, local supplementary education provision and 
financing for exams.

Recommendation 15: All pupils in home education should be given 
funding to sit Maths and English GCSEs at the end of KS4.

Funding from the annual education budget should be used to ensure that every child in home 
education has their Maths and English GCSE paid for, with the expectation set by LAs that every 
home education child will at least sit their Maths and English GCSEs, or equivalent.
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Recommendation 16: LAs should hold local consultations with home 
education families in their area about the forms of support that families 
would benefit from and outline a local offer for home education pupils.

Each LA should embark upon a consultation process with families electively home educating in 
their local area to identify the forms of support pupils in home education would most benefit 
from. This consultation should seek to strengthen relationships with home education families and 
draw upon their knowledge and experiences. The responses from this consultation, alongside 
insights gleaned from the register, should form the basis of a local offer for home education pupils.

Local support packages should be resourced from an additional tranche of High Needs funding. 
Local funding levels should be based on pupil numbers on the register. While number of children 
in home education and their vulnerabilities are currently unknown to make accurate projections of 
estimated cost, the children not in school register – once delivered – will allow for this.



Out of Sight and Out of Mind  |  Appendix 61

ap
p

en
d

ix
ap

p
en

d
ixAppendix: 

Methodological note

To conduct this research, the CSJ pulled together a wide variety of sources and conducted 
reviews on existing research. The CSJ also consulted extensive data from sources such 
as FFT Datalab and ADCS.

In addition, the CSJ conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 10 LAs from 
across the country. These interviews were on the themes of, but not limited to:

	z characteristics of the home education cohort

	z reasons for moving into home education

	z supporting those home educating

	z quality assurance and oversight of home education

	z off-rolling and other safeguarding risks

	z the proposals for a children not in school register
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