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chapter 5

Claims of Effectiveness

Within the pro-homeschooling landscape there is quite a bit of promotion and 
fanfare surrounding claims that homeschooling, itself as a treatment, provides 
an environment that is more conducive to better academic outcomes and, as 
a result, produces better academic outcomes as compared to those of local 
public schools. For example,

Studies on the academic achievement of homeschoolers continue to 
demonstrate that they consistently score at or above average on stan-
dardized tests. In a 2009 study of standardized academic achievement 
tests (conducted by Brian Ray, PhD, with the NHERI), homeschooled chil-
dren averaged at or above the eightieth percentile. The national average 
for traditionally schooled children on standardized tests is the fiftieth 
percentile. (Linsenbach, 2010, p. 28)

Similarly, the following is a filtered list of the “100 Reasons to Homeschool Your 
Kids” that relate to claims of effectiveness.

1. Homeschoolers  perform well academically.
2. Whether early, late, or somewhere in the middle, homeschooling 

allows all children to move at their own pace.
3. You can choose from a panoply of curriculum options based on 

your children’s needs and your family’s educational philosophy.
4. Or you can focus on unschooling, a self-directed education approach 

tied to a child’s interests.
5. Homeschooling gives your kids plenty of time to play! In a culture 

where childhood free play is disappearing, preserving play is crucial 
to a child’s health and well-being.

6. They can have more recess and less homework.
7. You can take advantage of weekly homeschool park days, field trips, 

classes, and other gatherings offered through a homeschooling 
group near you.

8. Homeschooling co-ops are growing, so you can find support and 
resources.
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9. Homeschooling learning centers are sprouting worldwide, priori-
tizing self-directed education and allowing more flexibility to more 
families who want to homeschool.

10. Parks, beaches, libraries, and museums are often less crowded 
during school hours, and many offer programming specifically for 
homeschoolers.

11. More urban parents are choosing to homeschool, prioritizing fam-
ily and individualized learning.

12. Your kids’ summertime can be fully self-directed, as can the rest of 
their year.

13. That’s because kids thrive under self-directed education.
14. Your kids don’t have to wait for adulthood to pursue their passions.
15. Self-directed learning centers for teen homeschoolers can provide 

a launchpad for community college classes and jobs while offering 
peer connection and adult mentoring.

16. You can preserve their natural childhood creativity.
17. Schools kill creativity, as Sir Ken Robinson proclaims in his TED 

Talk, the most-watched one ever.
18. Homeschooling might even help your kids use their creativity in 

remarkable ways, as other well-known homeschoolers have done.
19. With homeschooling, learning happens all the time, all year round. 

There are no arbitrary starts and stops.
20. You can take vacations at any time of the year without needing per-

mission from the principal.
21. Or you can go world-schooling, spending extended periods of time 

traveling the world together as a family or letting your teens travel 
the world without you.

22. Technological innovations make self-education through homes-
chooling not only possible but also preferable.

23. Free, online learning programs like Khan Academy, Duolingo, 
Scratch, Prodigy Math, and MIT OpenCourseWare complement 
learning in an array of topics, while others, like Lynda.com and 
Mango, may be available for free through your local public library.

24. Teen homeschoolers can enroll in an online high school program to 
earn a high school diploma if they choose.

25. But young people don’t need a high school diploma in order to go to 
college.

26. Many teen homeschoolers take community college classes and trans-
fer into four-year universities with significant credits and cost-savings. 
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Research suggests that community college transfers also do better 
than their non-transfer peers.

27. Homeschooling may be the new path to Harvard.
28. Many colleges openly recruit and welcome homeschoolers because 

they tend to be “innovative thinkers.”
29. Hybrid homeschooling models are popping up everywhere, allow-

ing more families access to this educational option.
30. Homeschooling grants children remarkable freedom and auton-

omy, particularly self-directed approaches like unschooling, but it’s 
definitely not the Lord of the Flies.

31. Homeschooling allows for much more authentic, purposeful learn-
ing tied to interests and everyday interactions in the community 
rather than contrived assignments at school.

32. Homeschooling can be preferable to school because it’s a totally dif-
ferent learning environment. As homeschooling pioneer John Holt 
wrote in Teach Your Own: “What is most important and valuable 
about the home as a base for children’s growth in the world is not 
that it is a better school than the schools but that it isn’t a school at 
all.”

33. Immersed in their larger community and engaged in genuine, 
multi-generational activities, homeschoolers tend to be better 
socialized than their schooled peers. Newer studies suggest the 
same.

34. Homeschoolers interact daily with an assortment of people in their 
community in pursuit of common interests, not in an age-segre-
gated classroom with a handful of teachers.

35. They can dig deeper into emerging passions, becoming highly pro-
ficient.

36. They also have the freedom to quit.
37. They can spend abundant time outside and in nature. (Adapted 

from McDonald, 2019)

Of the myriad of rationales and justifications for homeschooling, the claim of 
effectiveness is among the most cited reason. The majority of the claims about 
effectiveness are largely overstated. That is, while homeschooled students do, 
on average, perform at or above the academic levels of their traditional public 
school counterparts, there is little evidence that homeschooling – as a treat-
ment – is responsible for the outcomes as other factors such as family socio-
economic status likely play a larger determining factor. As such, students who 
are homeschooled and enter/exit traditional public schools tend to maintain 
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their higher level of academic achievement suggesting greater causality of 
other out-of-school factors rather than the treatment itself.

On the face of it these claims are accurate but are exceedingly problem-
atic for a number of reasons. Namely among those reasons are the comparison 
groups themselves as it is an apples to oranges comparison when the full con-
text is understood.

Comparing student academic outcomes has long been a quest within the 
commodified and quantified era of accountability. Moreover, the comparison 
of a student’s performance to their peer’s performance is in alignment with 
our broad societal commitment to the myth of meritocracy where such com-
parisons are required to determine the worth and value of a human within 
our capitalistic economy. As education is understood, widely, as a level playing 
field despite the myriad reasons it should not be understood as one, the rela-
tive difference or variance between student academic performance purports 
to tell us something about the student and the quality of the school in which 
she attends. Following the logic, as it were, is that a singular student who does 
well relative to her peers is the result of hard work. The collective average of 
student academic performance at School A relative to the performance of the 
average student performance of students at School B purport to tell us about 
the relative difference in overall quality of the schools. If, say, the average SAT 
score of students at School B is 20% higher than the average score of students 
at School A, then conclusions are often drawn about School B “producing” 
better students or providing better educational experiences that lead to such 
outcomes while School A is understood to be “failing” or lacking in some way. 
Within the broader push to privatize and monetize schools, reformers would 
call for School A to be converted into a charter school, converted into a “turn-
around” school, provide students with vouchers to attend private schools, or 
transfer to School B. All of these proposed options would result in fewer funds 
for School A, an exodus of students who come from families with the financial 
means to enact school choice decisions, thus leaving School A with a higher 
concentration of lower-performing students from less affluent families, thus 
driving scores down and becoming further proof of the “failure” and need to 
privatize in some way. And, yet, comparing a singular student in either School 
A or B with another student in the same school, or the other, is fraught with 
problems. Decades of research have concluded, definitively, that out-of-school 
factors inform two-thirds of all variance between student academic outcomes 
(Berliner, 2006, 2013; Berliner & Biddle, 1995; Berliner & Glass, 2014; Bowles & 
Gintis, 1976; Brewer & Myers, 2015; Carter & Welner, 2013; Coleman, 1990; Cole-
man et al., 1966; Ennis, 1976; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Jencks et al., 1972; Lad-
son-Billings, 2006; Rothstein, 2004; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010) . One-third of 
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the variance can be explained by in-school factors. With this understanding, it 
becomes clearer that comparing the academic performance of students even 
within the same school is not as clear-cut as reformers would have us believe 
as the vast majority of the variance is not explained by the school itself and, 
thus, conclusions and policy prescriptions that rely on assuming that it is the 
school – as a treatment – are misguided.

With that in mind, comparisons of the academic outcomes of students who 
are homeschooled to those who attend public schools is ever more problem-
atic. Comparing the average SAT scores (Linsenbach, 2010), grades, test scores, 
graduation rate, and college acceptance/competition rates of homeschooled 
students with the average of public school students requires ignoring the glar-
ing contextual differences between the typical homeschooled student and the 
typical student attending public schools. As will be explicated in greater detail 
in the following chapter, the median household income for American families 
in 2019 was approximately $63,000 while the median household income for 
families that homeschooled during the same year was approximately $94,000. 
The role that a family’s socioeconomic status has on informing student aca-
demic outcomes has been fully documented over a nearly seventy year period 
of time.

A student’s socioeconomic (SES) status is historically the most prominently 
considered factor (though, as will be explicated below, the SES factor is closely 
related to racial factors in U.S. history). Family SES is the leading factor when 
predicting all forms of social and economic inequality in the U.S. – including 
educational opportunity and educational outcomes.

Evidence suggests that “the influence of social class characteristics is prob-
ably so powerful that schools cannot overcome it, no matter how well trained 
are their teachers and no matter how well designed are their instructional pro-
grams and climates” (Rothstein, 2004, p. 5). Further, “the spatial concentra-
tion of affluence and poverty in rich and poor school districts raises the odds 
that affluent children will receive a superior education and that poor children 
will get inferior schooling, virtually guaranteeing the intergenerational trans-
mission of class position” (Massey, 2007, p. 197). Rothstein further points out 
that children from lower SES deciles are exposed to “more lead poisoning, 
more asthma, poorer nutrition, less adequate pediatric care, more exposure to 
smoke, and a host of other problems” (Rothstein, 2004, p. 3) when compared 
to students from higher SES deciles. Indeed, when measuring student educa-
tional outcomes, it becomes clear that the leading factor in determining and 
predicting educational outcomes rests almost singularly with a student’s SES. 
That is, regardless of where students score on early tests, SES factors have such 
a powerful influence on results that, over time, higher scoring students from 
low SES families are surpassed by their initially lower scoring but higher SES 
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peers. With connections to the argument set forth by Bowles and Gintis (1976), 
Paul Willis’ work reinforces the evidence that a schools’ function is to repro-
duce class stratification – in the case of Willis’ young men who reproduced 
their class by way of opposition of the cultures of the ruling elite, the provision 
of an equal education for them would have caused menial labor employers to 
“strugg[le] to press [the boys] into meaningless work” (Willis, 1977, p. 177). That 
is, work that is associated with low wages and the working class.

Because we know from decades of research that a family’s socioeconomic 
status is the key indicator of informing academic outcomes, it should be of lit-
tle surprise that homeschooled students generally do better than their public 
school counterparts. This is not a result of the homeschooling itself, it is simply 
a result of coming from more money. Comparatively, private schools generally 
outperform public schools on the NAEP each year. However, when controlling 
for economic factors by comparing the scores of similarly wealthy families 
who attend public schools, the students in the public schools far outperform 
their private school counterparts who share similar home economic realities 
(Lubienski & Lubienski, 2014).

Reports of academic outcomes at a local public school entail a myriad of 
factors that provide both an overarching snapshot of the academic environ-
ment but also numerous snapshots and disaggregated data between a pleth-
ora of testing and the type(s) of students taking those assessments. I do, up 
front, want to be clear that I am not taking a position of support for the status 
quo of the assessment practices and hyper-accountability culture within tradi-
tional public schools. There is much to be explored and said about how these 
environments can be negative to both the culture of education and, in some 
cases, individual students or student groups and such conversations are wholly 
worthwhile (see, for example, Ahlquist, 2011; Baker, 2011; Berliner, 2006, 2013; 
Darling-Hammond, 2012; Glass, 2008; Goldstein, 2014; Haertel, 2013; Hursh, 
2011; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Kumashiro, 2015; Labaree, 2012; Lack, 2011; Mathis, 
2013; Newman & Chin, 2003; Olsen, 2015; Peterson et al., 2011; Ravitch, 2010; 
Willis & Sandholtz, 2009). That said, what I am interested in here is a discus-
sion of the fallacies of comparing the academic outcomes of students who are 
homeschooled to those of students in public schools.

There are a variety of ways to measure academic achievement or academic 
outcomes. In normal usage, discussions surrounding achievement typically 
refer to student test scores and/or student GPAs in some cases (which are 
derived from a student’s overall scores within and across their course-specific 
assessments). Academic outcomes, on the other hand, often refer to student 
graduation rates, drop-out rates, college acceptance rates, college matricu-
lation rates, and college completion rates. In some ways, what is measured 
as an outcome can be thought of in terms of what the tangible outcomes of 
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schooling and education can, or should, produce. Academic achievement – 
again, not without some important caveats that should be considered – is more 
a measurement of the transactional events within the schooling and educa-
tion process and often a singular glimpse – or gauge of temperature by way of a 
metaphor – of a particular moment in time. While some of these achievement 
metrics are somewhat cumulative in nature (think, for example, a high school 
graduation test that purports to assess the content knowledge learned over the 
course of four years of study), as a function of the limitations of testing, they 
still provide a singular glimpse into what we might call learning. That is, the 
test scores of a student taking a high school graduation test may very well be 
influenced by external factors such as sleep, hunger, student volition during 
the day of the exam, temperature in the room, etc., and should be understood 
within such possible limitations.

One of the largest claims of homeschooling effectiveness relative to public 
schools is its ability to provide individualized learning or “personalized learn-
ing” in ways that are not, apparently, possible in group settings. There, again, 
are some issues here with the delivery method and the person delivering the 
treatment. While more individualized learning approaches have benefits (also 
noting that this can be, and is done, in public K-12 schools) this approach as a 
treatment, alone, may not be sufficient nor appropriate depending on how it 
is delivered and who is doing the delivery. To return to a medical analogy, an 
individualized plan of surgery and subsequent individualized course of antibi-
otics and medicines that take the individual’s heath history and contemporary 
medical concerns into consideration and individualized physical therapy are, 
with little doubt, the best way to approach most medical procedures. That is, 
individualized to the patient’s needs and speed of recovery. However, while 
this process is ideally individualized, if the individual overseeing the surgery, 
administration of medicine, and facilitating the physical therapy is not a 
licensed and trained medical professional, then the best individualized health-
care plan is worthless. Moreover, the increased access to a myriad of technol-
ogy and YouTube videos, would not make such an individual more suited to 
provide such medical intervention. Despite all of this, many homeschooling 
families claim that parents are the best suited facilitator of this individualized 
approach to learning despite having any training, credentialing, or licensure at 
providing such pedagogical experiences. In fact, it is entirely feasible that the 
advent on-demand echo chamber inducing technologies may prove to nega-
tively reinforce many of these approaches (Bryant, 2020). In our over-the-top 
societal praise of billionaires and tech-gurus, Business Insider has even pushed 
homeschooling as an ideal educational delivery method because “Bill Gates 
and Mark Zuckerberg are big fans of personalized learning, since it tends to use 
technology as a way to tailor lesson plans to students” (Weller, 2018). Nowhere 
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in the article was it pointed out that two tech industry giants who rely on the 
sales and use of technology to bolster their fortunes would, of course, be in 
favor of expanding the reach of technology.

Returning to the problem at hand of comparing the academic achieve-
ments and academic outcomes of homeschooled students to those of students 
in public schools is, again, presents a problem in comparison groups. All of 
the factors explicated above in terms of academic achievement and academic 
outcomes reported by a local public school or school district are reported as 
averages or medians of hundreds, if not thousands, of students. Thus, on its 
face, comparing the academic achievements and outcomes of, say, a singular 
homeschooled student to the average or median of thousands of public school 
students is statistical malfeasance. While individual students (in both home-
schooling and public schooling environments) can compare their individual 
scores and outcomes to the larger group median or average, few concluding 
generalizations can, or should, be drawn about the comparative experiences.

Another problematic function of the comparison of a small group of home-
schooled students to those of the millions of public school students is that 
because public schools operate within, and under, the oversight of local, state, 
and federal accountability, all student metrics associated with  achievement and 
outcomes are reported. As Bartholet (2019) points out, because not all homes-
chooled students are required to even notify the State about their decision to 
homeschool, it raises significant questions about comparing the  self-reported 
metrics from homeschooled students to all public school students. That is,

Studies which make claims about homeschoolers’ performance capture 
only those who are most visible because they emerge from isolation to do 
things like take standardized tests, apply to college, or attend college. If, 
as is often the case, parents are in charge of test administration, they may 
only submit test results or reveal them to researchers if they are positive, 
either for friar of state intervention, or because researchers are often only 
looking for positive results. This means studies generally focus on a small 
subset of the most successful homeschoolers, and miss out entirely on 
the most at-risk [or lower performing] subsets. (Bartholet, 2019, p. 16)

And, as was noted previously, what we “know” about homeschooling families 
tends to be limited as their participation in Department of Education surveys 
is the lowest participation rate of all groups surveyed.

While the effects of poverty and lower SES can create similar barriers to 
equal educational opportunities and outcomes for those who experience such 
factors, racial inequality often exacerbates those effects of SES. Namely, race is 
a dominant factor alone but is often correlated with SES factors in the US given 
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the nation’s abhorrent history of racial relations between Whites and non-
Whites. That is, a Black student, for example, is far more likely to experience 
poverty in the US than a White student and subsequently attend a school that 
receives less financing than a predominately White school (Jencks et al., 1972). 
As a result, while racial factors are important considerations, they can become 
magnified through the experience of economic inequality. For example, “in 
recent decades, [B]lacks have experienced substantially less upward intergen-
erational mobility and substantially more downward intergenerational mobil-
ity than [W]hites” (Mazumder, 2014, p. 2). Pauline Lipman contends, that the 
“correlation between poverty and low-academic performance, school comple-
tion, and other education indicators [is] well-documented, as is the relation-
ship between race/ethnicity and educational outcomes” (Lipman, 2011, p. 79), 
even within efforts to improve opportunity based on “mixed-income” school-
ing, the actual “subtext is race” (Lipman, 2011, p. 75).

So, what does all of this mean for comparisons of academic outcomes 
between homeschooled students and those who attend public schools? While 
children who are homeschooled often outperform their public school coun-
terparts the difference, simply put, can be attributed to the massive disparity 
in family income and what that income can, and does, mean for educational 
opportunities, educative experiences, access to technology, books, trips, etc. 
and to a great extent, an overall lack of detailed and transparent reporting from 
families who homeschool.
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