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1.1 Background  

Elective Home Education is when parents choose to educate their child at home. The 

number of home-educated children has increased significantly in Wales over recent years. 

Many of these children are neurodivergent, meaning their brains process information in 

ways that differ from what is considered typical. Neurodivergence can include autism, 

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyslexia, and other learning differences.  

In Wales, children who need extra support with learning are described as having 

Additional Learning Needs. Research shows that children with additional learning needs 

are more likely to be educated at home than other pupils. However, there is still limited 

research about why families in Wales make this decision and what their experiences of 

home education are like.  

Understanding parents’ experiences can help schools, local authorities, and policymakers 

improve support for neurodivergent children and their families. 

1.2 Purpose 

This research aimed to explore why parents of neurodivergent children choose elective 

home education and what their experiences of this decision are. 

The study addressed three questions: 

• Why do parents of neurodivergent children decide to home-educate? 

• How do parents describe their experiences of elective home education? 
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• What benefits and challenges do families experience when educating their 

children at home? 

The research focuses on families living in South and West Wales. 

1.3 Method 

Seventeen parents participated. All participants were currently home educating at least 

one neurodivergent child who had previously attended school.   

Parents completed an anonymous online questionnaire describing their experiences. 

The questionnaire asked parents about: 

• Their child’s experience of mainstream school 

• The reasons they decided to begin home education 

• Their experiences of educating their child at home 

• How elective home education has affected their child’s well-being and learning 

The responses were analysed to identify common patterns and shared experiences across 

families. 

1.4 Overview of Findings 

Most parents explained that elective home education was not their first choice. Instead, 

they felt they had to remove their child from school because the school environment was 

causing significant distress. 

Parents commonly reported their child having: 
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• Anxiety related to school 

• Sensory overload  

• Bullying or social difficulties 

• Delays or problems accessing appropriate support  

Many parents had tried to work with schools to resolve these issues before removing their 

child from school. 

After beginning home education, many parents noted positive changes in their children. 

These included: 

• Improved emotional well-being 

• Increased confidence and self-esteem 

• Greater interest in learning 

• Reduced stress and anxiety 

Parents often described elective home education as more flexible. They could adjust 

learning to suit their child’s pace, interests, and emotional needs. 

However, elective home education also created challenges for families. Parents reported: 

• Increased responsibility for teaching and organising learning 

• Difficulty balancing home education with work and family life 

• Financial pressures alongside reduced working hours 

• Limited practical support from local authorities 
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1.5 Recommendations 

Many families choose elective home education because schools do not meet their 

neurodivergent child’s needs. To address this: 

• Local authorities could improve early identification of additional learning needs 

through timely assessments. 

• Schools could provide more flexible and personalised support for neurodivergent 

learners, including adjustments to learning environments and teaching 

approaches. 

• Schools could strengthen communication with families by involving parents more 

directly in decision-making and responding to concerns. 

• Local authorities could offer clearer guidance and practical support for families 

who choose home education, including access to resources and services. 

Policymakers could provide targeted resources to support more inclusive education for 

neurodivergent learners. 
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Elective Home Education for Children with Additional Learning Needs: A 

Systematic Review of Parental Motivations, Experiences, and Child 

Outcomes  

2.1 Abstract 

Elective Home Education (EHE) has become increasingly visible in the United Kingdom 

and internationally, particularly among families of neurodivergent (ND) children 

(Morton, 2019; Rothermel, 2021). Despite its rising prevalence, there remains limited 

empirical literature on parental motivations, experiences, and child outcomes, especially 

within the Welsh context (Maxwell et al., 2020). This systematic literature review 

synthesises findings from six peer-reviewed studies published between 2020 and 2025, 

conducted in the UK, Wales, Australia, and the United States.     

 A thematic analysis identified four recurring themes: (1) school-based difficulties 

as the primary motivation for EHE, (2) family empowerment and child recovery, (3) 

flexible, individualised learning and associated challenges, and (4) tensions between 

families and education systems. Many parents framed home education as their only 

remaining option after repeated failures of mainstream schooling to meet their child’s 

needs (Bower, 2021; Gillie, 2025). While families reported improved well-being and 

engagement in learning at home (Bower, 2021; O’Hagan et al., 2021), challenges 

included difficulties with socialisation, parental burden, and a lack of systemic support 

(Gillie, 2025; Haas et al., 2022).        

 Only one included study focused specifically on Welsh families (Maxwell et al., 

2020), underscoring a significant research gap. This is particularly important given the 

distinct Additional Learning Needs (ALN) legislation and curriculum reforms in Wales 
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(Welsh Government, 2018, 2022). This review concludes that EHE reflects both family 

resilience and systemic failure, advocating for Welsh-based research to inform policy and 

practice in this context.  

 

Keywords: Elective Home Education, Additional Learning Needs, parental motivations, 

experiences, child outcomes 

2.2 Paragraph of context 

EHE, also known as home schooling, is a parental choice to withdraw children from 

formal education and educate them at home (Department for Education, 2019). Data from 

several countries, including the UK and the United States, suggests that the number of 

home-educated children has increased in recent years (Ray, 2021). In Wales, the rate of 

electively home-educated pupils has increased sharply and continuously, with every local 

authority recording rising numbers. Nationally, the rate more than doubled between 

2018/19 and 2022/23, and has continued to increase since, indicating a sustained 

trajectory (Welsh Government, 2025). The most recent figures state that the number of 

electively home-educated children rose to 7176 in 2024/25 (Welsh Government, 2025), 

an increase from 6,156 in the previous year alone (Welsh Government, 2024).  

 One particularly visible subgroup within this trend is families of ND children and 

those with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), including autism spectrum disorder 

(ASD), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyslexia, and other learning 

differences (Gillie, 2025; Maxwell et al., 2020; O’Hagan et al., 2021). Existing empirical 

research reports that a substantial proportion of home-educated children have ALN 

(Maxwell et al., 2020), suggesting that ND learners may be over-represented in EHE 
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populations and those Educated Other than at School (EOTAS) (Welsh Government, 

2025).          

 Parental decisions to home educate children with neurodivergence or ALN are 

often portrayed in policy debates as elective or philosophical (Maxwell et al., 2020; 

Mitchell, 2020). However, emerging research depicts a more complex picture. For many 

families, EHE is experienced not as a positive lifestyle choice but as a last resort 

following traumatic or exclusionary experiences within traditional schools (Gillie, 2025). 

Parents frequently mention unmet learning needs, inadequate support from staff, and a 

decline in their child’s mental health as precipitating factors for withdrawal (Gillie, 2025; 

Maxwell et al., 2020; Mitchell, 2020). Once deregistered, families report improvements 

in well-being and renewed engagement with learning, though these benefits often come at 

the cost of reduced social opportunities and heightened parental responsibilities (Haas et 

al., 2022; O’Hagan et al., 2021).  

2.2.1 Aims  

This review systematically synthesises studies published between 2020 and 2025 that 

examine EHE among ND and ALN learners. It aims to:  

 

• Identify common parental motivations, experiences, and outcomes associated with 

EHE 

• Examine the positive effects and challenges faced by families who home educate 

• Highlight gaps in the empirical literature relevant to the Welsh context.  
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This provides a critical foundation for understanding EHE in the context of 

neurodivergence and ALN and underscores the need for further Wales-specific research 

to inform both policy and practice.  

2.2.2 Research Question  

What does existing research tell us about parents’ motivations and experiences of EHE 

for ND children, and how strong or limited is that evidence base? 

2.3 Method 

This review followed a systematic approach to identify peer-reviewed studies examining 

EHE among ND learners and those with ALN. 

2.3.1 Search Strategy 

Searches were conducted using UWTSD Library resources, ERIC, Scopus, Web of 

Science, and PsycINFO databases. The search focused on qualitative peer-reviewed 

publications from 2016 to 2025 that examined home education or home schooling of 

children with diagnoses such as autism, ADHD, and dyslexia. Search terms included 

combinations of keywords and Boolean operators: (“home education” OR “home 

schooling” OR “homeschooling” OR “flexi-schooling” OR “alternative provision”) AND 

(“autism” OR “ASD” OR “ADHD” OR “dyslexia” OR “special educational needs” OR 

“SEND” OR “additional learning needs” OR “ALN”). Additional studies were identified 

through reference list screening and citation tracking to capture relevant research not 

retrieved through database searches. 
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Table 1. Components and Search Terms Used for the Database Searches 

 

Components Search terms 

Elective Home Education “home education”, “home schooling”, “homeschooling”, “elective home 

education”, “EHE” 

 

Neurodivergence / ALN “autism”, “ASD”, “autism spectrum disorder”, “ADHD”, “attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder”, “dyslexia”, “learning difficulties”, “special 

educational needs”, “SEN”, “additional learning needs”, “ALN”, “ND”, 

“neurodiversity” 

 

School Experiences / Push 

Factors 

“school difficulties”, “school anxiety”, “off-rolling”, “unmet needs”, 

“lack of support”, “mainstream school challenges” 

 

Parental Motivations & 

Experiences 

“parental motivations”, “parent perspectives”, “parent experiences”, 

“family experiences”, “lived experience”, “reasons for home education” 

 

Outcomes “well-being”, “child outcomes”, “academic engagement”, “mental 

health”, “socialisation”, “family empowerment” 

Note: All search terms were combined using ‘OR’ within each component and ‘AND’ across 

components during database searches. 
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2.3.2 Review Process  

Studies were included if they were peer-reviewed, empirical, and examined EHE or 

comparable home-based or hybrid educational arrangements for ND or ALN learners. 

Eligible studies included those that focused wholly or partly on parents of ND/ALN 

learners, even where the wider sample included other groups, and reported parental 

motivations, experiences, or perceived outcomes related to home-based education.  

 Studies were excluded if they were non-peer-reviewed, addressed home education 

without reference to neurodivergence or ALN, or focused primarily on educational 

inequality rather than EHE. Although the search strategy initially covered literature from 

2016 to 2025, only studies published from 2020 onward met the final inclusion criteria. 

2.3.3 Study Selection 

A total of 12 studies were identified through database searching. Following screening, six 

were excluded for failing to meet the inclusion criteria. The final sample included one 

thematic review (O’Hagan et al., 2021), which synthesised findings from existing 

research and was used to contextualise the empirical evidence rather than being treated as 

an additional primary data source. 

2.3.4 Quality Appraisal 

The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP, 2018) checklist was used to appraise 

methodological quality and credibility. Rather than excluding studies based on CASP 

ratings, the appraisal informed how evidence was interpreted within the synthesis, with 
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studies showing more apparent methodological coherence and stronger links between 

data and conclusions given greater consideration. CASP was selected for its suitability 

for qualitative research and alignment with the BPS Code of Human Research Ethics 

(BPS, 2021). 

2.3.5 Data Extraction and Synthesis 

Key data were extracted into a summary table, including author(s), year, country, sample, 

methodology, aims, and key findings. A thematic analysis approach was used to identify 

both recurrent and outlier themes across studies. Coding was conducted inductively, with 

attention to parental motivations, experiences, perceived child outcomes, and systemic or 

policy influences. 

Table 2. Quality Appraisal Table (CASP, 2018)  

 

Author (s) 

Clarity of 

Aims 

Methodological 

Relevance 

Data 

Collection 

& 

Analysis 

Reflexivity 

& Ethics 

Credibility 

of Findings 

Overall 

Assessment 

Maxwell et al. 

(2020) 

✓ ✓ Partial Partial ✓ Moderate-High 

Mitchell (2020) ✓ ✓ Partial Partial ✓ Moderate-High 

O’Hagan et al. 

(2021) 

✓ ✓ ✓ Partial ✓ High 

Haas et al. (2022) ✓ ✓ ✓ Partial ✓ Moderate-High 

Bower (2021) ✓ ✓ ✓ Partial ✓ Moderate-High 
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Author (s) 

Clarity of 

Aims 

Methodological 

Relevance 

Data 

Collection 

& 

Analysis 

Reflexivity 

& Ethics 

Credibility 

of Findings 

Overall 

Assessment 

Gillie (2025) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ High 

 

 

The CASP (CASP, 2018) evaluation indicates that overall methodological quality was 

moderate, with several studies demonstrating a clear aim and appropriate methods but 

limited reflexivity. Most scored highly on clarity of purpose, appropriateness of 

methodology, and credibility of findings, particularly those using rich qualitative 

interviews or thematic analysis (e.g., Bower, 2021).       

 However, reflexivity and ethical transparency were less consistently reported, 

with some studies offering only limited reflection on researcher bias or on safeguarding 

participants. The review supports the notion that the studies are generally reliable, 

although future research would benefit from greater reflexive and longitudinal rigour.  

 The CASP tool provided a systematic framework for assessing methodological 

quality and highlighted variation between studies. For instance, smaller-scale qualitative 

papers (e.g., Bower, 2021; Gillie, 2025) often demonstrated depth of insight but limited 

generalisability, whereas mixed-method studies (e.g., Haas et al., 2022; O’Hagan et al., 

2021) provided less depth of qualitative analysis but were valuable for their scope. This 

variation enhances contextual range but limits comparability.   

 To enhance rigour, the thematic synthesis followed Braun & Clarke’s (2006, 

2021) six-phase approach. Descriptive codes were first applied to summarise motivations 

for EHE, parental experiences, and reported child outcomes. These codes were then 

Note: ✓ = Criteria clearly met; Partial = Partly addressed (met to some extent, but with gaps). 
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clustered and organised into broader analytical themes before theme revision and review. 

The process ensured consistency between the extracted data and the emergent themes, 

providing a clear audit trail from raw data to interpretive findings.  

 Themes were triangulated across multiple studies to identify common patterns and 

outliers, supporting both depth and reliability of interpretation. The inclusion of studies 

from different national contexts also facilitated cross-contextual comparisons, enhancing 

the transferability of findings while acknowledging cultural and policy differences. While 

the reviewed studies share many core themes, their findings must be interpreted within 

differing policy contexts.        

 Data from each of the six included studies were systematically extracted and 

summarised in a table (Table 3) to ensure transparency and comparability across research 

contexts. Key information recorded included: author(s) and publication year; country of 

study; research aims; participant characteristics; methodology; and key findings or 

themes relevant to EHE among ND and ALN learners.
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2.4 Results 

Table 3. Summary of Included Studies on EHE for Learners with Neurodivergence/ALN  

 

Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

O’Hagan 

et al. 

(2021) 

Synthesising 

research on home 

education and ASD, 

identifying 

overarching themes 

in parental 

experiences. 

Review of 10 studies 

(2010-2020) on children 

with ASD in EHE via 

thematic synthesis (UK, 

USA, Australia). 

Motivations: difficulties with traditional 

schooling (sensory, social, academic) 

leading to EHE. 

 

Parental experiences of home-

educating: parents felt both empowered 

by their decision yet overwhelmed by 

the responsibility and lack of support.  

 

Findings showed that EHE can be a 

positive experience for children with 

ASD for improved well-being and social 

outcomes, given adequate support.  

 

Highlights a limited research base and a 

need for more research into long-term 

outcomes and support needs. 
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Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

Pedagogical practices: individualised, 

child-centred approaches. 

 

Gillie 

(2025) 

Investigated 

families’ reflections 

on traumatic school 

experiences leading 

to deregistration and 

the decision to home 

educate. 

Mixed methods: 99 

family survey responses; 

follow-up interviews 

with 7 parents and 6 ND 

children (UK). 

Cumulative trauma: children 

experienced repeated harmful events in 

school (e.g., anxiety, exclusions, 

periods of school refusal). 

 

Combative systems: families faced 

under-resourced or hostile school 

responses when seeking inclusion. 

 

Recommends policy changes (improved 

access to flexi-schooling and teacher 

training) to prevent involuntary home 

education decisions by parents. 



 18 

Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

Disappointed expectations: parents 

expected inclusivity but were unhappy 

with professionals’ support. 

 

Flexi-schooling tension: some families 

found this beneficial, but schools 

resisted due to attendance policies. 

 

Distress & relief: first-hand accounts 

depicted severe distress in traditional 

settings and relief when shifting to 

EHE. 
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Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

Recurring patterns: similar issues were 

reported across England, Scotland, and 

Wales, highlighting systemic problems 

in inclusion. 

 

Training gaps: noted that educators 

often lack training or confidence in 

inclusive practices. 

 

Maxwell 

et al. 

(2020) 

Examined 

prevalence and 

reasons for home 

education among 

Mixed-method: Online 

survey of 134 home-

educating families, 

review of 11 

Rising EHE among ALN: about one-

third of EHE students had ALN; many 

were withdrawn due to negative school 

Concludes that home education was often 

the only viable option for these families. 

Parents would have preferred suitable 

school placements if available.  
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Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

families of children 

with ALN in Wales, 

with implications for 

policy particularly 

safeguarding. 

safeguarding case 

reports, and 51 

interviews with 

stakeholders and parents 

(Wales). 

experiences (stressful environment, 

inadequate support). 

 

“Last resort” decision: parents tried 

mainstream schooling until it became 

untenable. They did not reject school, 

but schools failed to meet their child’s 

needs. 

 

Off-rolling concerns: findings echoed 

reports of schools implicitly pushing out 

high-need pupils to boost performance 

metrics. 

 

Urges policymakers to view EHE as part 

of a continuum of provision (e.g. 

allowing hybrid models) and to 

strengthen the ALN framework to offer 

true inclusion and reduce “forced” EHE. 
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Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

Inclusive shortfalls: parents felt EHE 

was in the child’s best interest when 

schools were “unable or unwilling” to 

provide genuine inclusion. 

 

Mitchell 

(2020) 

Investigated why 

parents choose home 

education, including 

their views on the 

purpose of 

education. 

Exploratory study: 

Online survey of 132 

parents (covering 223 

children formerly in 

school), followed by 

parent interviews 

(England). 

System dissatisfaction: widespread 

discontent with the quality and 

approach of mainstream schooling. 

 

Unmet needs: children’s additional 

needs were not met, stated as a top 

reason for deregistering. 

 

A significant number of children were 

removed by parents after schools failed to 

provide adequate support (especially for 

those with autism or ADHD and the 

school environment leading to their 

children experiencing anxiety and 

distress). 
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Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

Bullying & well-being: poor handling of 

bullying and consequent declines in 

child mental health triggered many EHE 

decisions. 

 

Parental vision: many parents viewed 

education as fostering self-fulfilment 

and joy in learning rather than focusing 

solely on exams. 

 

Positive pull factors: in addition to 

reactive motives, some families were 

Provides quantitative data suggesting that 

ALN needs and bullying are major 

motivators of EHE in England. 
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Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

drawn to EHE for its flexible, 

individualised learning opportunities. 

 

Haas et 

al. 

(2022) 

Evaluated a first-

year hybrid distance 

education program 

for students with 

ASD, examining its 

benefits, challenges, 

and stakeholder 

perceptions. 

Case study: Evaluation of 

a hybrid program 

(distance learning with 

parental supervision); 

interviews with 8 

parents, 4 students, and 2 

teachers (Australia). 

Flexibility & individualisation: all 

participants reported that flexible pacing 

and a personalised curriculum were 

highly beneficial as students could learn 

in ways suited to their needs. 

 

 

Positive outcomes: students showed 

academic progress, and parents noted 

reduced anxiety and improved 

Demonstrates that a structured hybrid 

model can successfully educate autistic 

students outside of traditional school. 

However, it highlights enduring EHE 

challenges (limited socialization and 

potential for parent burnout).  

 

Underscores the need for support 

mechanisms (e.g. peer meetups, respite 

for parent-educators) to sustain such 
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Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

behaviour at home; overall perceptions 

of the program were very positive. 

 

Challenges: limited social interaction 

for students and the considerable 

parental effort required to facilitate 

learning. 

 

Suggested improvements: add more 

social activities and foster student 

independence so parents can step back 

over time. 

 

models and calls for longitudinal research 

on long-term outcomes. 
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Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

Bower 

(2021) 

Explored one 

family’s experience 

of autism-related 

school exclusion and 

the transition to 

home education, 

focusing on identity, 

belonging, and 

family 

empowerment. 

Single-family qualitative 

case study; semi-

structured interviews and 

narrative analysis with 

one autistic child and 

their parent (UK). 

Bullying and exclusion: at school, the 

child faced bullying and exclusion (tied 

to autism and religious differences), 

which intensified feelings of 

marginalisation. 

 

Parental advocacy strain: the parent 

experienced frustration and exhaustion 

from continuous advocacy for support 

amid institutional resistance. This 

ultimately contributed to the decision to 

home educate. 

 

Although a single case, this study 

provides rich first-hand insight into how 

multiple factors can render mainstream 

schooling unsustainable for a child. with 

autism. The narrative aligns with wider 

findings that EHE is typically a response 

to unmet needs rather than a deliberate 

rejection of formal schooling. 
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Author 

(s) Aim Sample & Method Selected Themes Comments 

Relief and recovery: post-deregistration, 

both child and parent reported reduced 

stress, improved emotional stability, and 

a renewed sense of control over the 

learning environment. 

 

Identity and belonging: EHE enabled 

the family to align education with their 

cultural, faith, and ND identities, 

fostering a sense of belonging that was 

absent in mainstream schooling. 
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Note. Elective Home Education (EHE), Additional Learning Needs (ALN); autism spectrum disorder/ autism (ASD); Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). 
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2.4.1 Overview of Included Studies 

Whilst all included studies offered valuable insights, methodological robustness varied 

considerably. Qualitative studies, such as Gillie (2025), provided rich accounts of parental 

experience, enhancing credibility and contextual depth. However, single-case or small-

sample designs (e.g., Bower, 2021) limited generalisability, though they illustrated how 

overlapping factors, such as neurodivergence, religious identity, and school exclusion, 

interact in complex ways to shape families’ decisions to home educate. Mixed-method 

studies, including Maxwell et al. (2020), strengthened triangulation through quantitative 

contextualisation but often lacked detailed reflexivity about researcher positionality. 

 Studies primarily captured parental perspectives, with most drawing on qualitative 

interviews or surveys involving families who had deregistered their children from 

mainstream schooling. Common motivations centred on unmet learning needs, heightened 

anxiety in school environments, and a lack of appropriate support or accommodations. 

Several studies, including Gillie (2025), Maxwell et al. (2020) and Mitchell (2020), reported 

that parents often viewed EHE as a last resort following sustained systemic failure to meet 

their child’s needs.         

 Conversely, a few studies, such as Haas et al. (2022), also noted accounts of 

empowerment and tailored education emerging after the transition to home education. Yet 

limited sample diversity and minimal triangulation constrained the transferability of the 

findings. Table 3 presents the included studies, which range across methodologies and 

perspectives, along with their core findings. Extending from this, the following discussion 

critically evaluates these findings across four interrelated themes, highlighting 

methodological variation, theoretical gaps, and implications for policy and practice. 

 

2.5 Discussion 
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Across studies, EHE emerged as both a response to systemic constraints and a form of family 

adaptation (Bower, 2021; Gillie, 2025; Haas et al., 2022; Maxwell et al., 2020; Mitchell, 

2020). Thematic synthesis identified four recurring themes and an outlier finding. While all 

studies offer valuable insight, varying definitions, self-selected samples, and limited 

triangulation constrain the overall strength of the evidence.      

 Families often characterise EHE as a reluctant last resort but also report substantial 

improvements in children’s well-being and engagement once outside the school system 

(Bower, 2021; Gillie, 2025; Maxwell et al., 2020). At the same time, parents face 

considerable pressures, including financial pressure and the dual roles of educator and carer 

(Haas et al., 2022; Mitchell, 2020). Overall, EHE reflects both systemic limitations in 

inclusive provision and parental efforts to protect child well-being.    

 While findings are consistent, they are constrained by methodological limitations. 

Several studies prioritised description over theory (Gillie, 2025; Maxwell et al., 2020; 

Mitchell, 2020) and engaged minimally with frameworks such as inclusive education or 

parental agency. Papers such as Maxwell et al. (2020) and O’Hagan et al. (2021) embedded 

findings within policy, enhancing analytical depth.  

The following sections explore these recurring themes in greater depth, highlighting how they 

interconnect to shape parental experiences of EHE. 

2.5.1 School-Based Difficulties as the Primary Motivation for EHE  

A dominant theme is that parents turned to EHE in response to school failure. For learners 

with ALN, parents frequently reported that school environments caused psychological strain, 

exclusion, and in some cases severe deterioration in well-being (Gillie, 2025; O’Hagan et al., 

2021). Mitchell (2020) found that many parents identified insufficient provision, ineffective 

responses to bullying, and deteriorating welfare as key motivators for deregistering their 
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children from school. Maxwell et al. (2020) established that families often characterise EHE 

as their only remaining option after exhausting attempts to secure school support. With 

parents also describing experiences of being subtly or explicitly pushed out of the school 

system, a process often referred to as off-rolling.     

 This shows that for many families, EHE was not a proactive, preferred choice but a 

reactive decision to protect their child’s psychological and educational welfare. However, 

reliance on parental perspectives introduces potential bias, particularly since many 

participants were self-selected and motivated to share challenging school experiences. 

 Critically, retrospective parental accounts of children’s experiences may also be 

shaped by recall bias and emotional triggers, particularly when describing traumatic events. 

This aligns with previous research showing that recollective accounts of distressing 

experiences can be influenced by memory biases, which may shape the interpretation of past 

events (Lalande & Bonanno, 2011).        

 Nonetheless, this theme was a recurring one across studies, suggesting a common 

experience among learners with ALN. Bower (2021) found that overlapping factors such as 

autism, bullying, and religious difference intensified psychological strain in school, 

highlighting how interconnected exclusions can cement EHE as the only feasible option for 

some families. This example illustrates the cumulative pressures many families face, in which 

inadequate support and marginalisation within the school environment can lead parents to 

view EHE as a protective rather than an elective choice.  

2.5.2 Family Empowerment and Child Recovery  

Parents frequently reported that their children’s well-being improved significantly after 

deregistration. O’Hagan et al. (2021) concluded that, across multiple studies, parents 

observed reductions in anxiety, problematic behaviours and stress, along with increased 



 31 

motivation and engagement, through home education compared with school attendance.  

 Haas et al. (2022) reported that a structured hybrid program reduced children’s 

anxiety and improved their behaviour. Gillie (2025) also highlighted parental reflections that 

EHE enabled families to escape the uncompromising expectations of mainstream schooling, 

reducing conflict and restoring a calmer family dynamic. Parents attributed school attendance 

to stress and deterioration, whilst EHE was described as a pathway to recovery and 

empowerment for both the child and the entire family unit (Haas et al., 2022; O’Hagan et al., 

2021). Collectively, this theme highlights how changes in the learning environment and 

expectations, rather than the educational setting alone, appear central to supporting emotional 

recovery and engagement.  

2.5.3 Flexible, Individualised Learning and Associated Challenges  

Parents consistently reported that a key strength of EHE was its ability to tailor learning to 

each child. Families in Mitchell’s (2020) survey, as well as those reviewed by O’Hagan et al. 

(2021), described adapting pace, content, and methods to align with their child’s strengths 

and interests. Incorporating therapeutic activities and life skills into daily routines reportedly 

created a holistic, child-centred education (Mitchell, 2020; O’Hagan et al., 2021). 

Simultaneously, parents also acknowledged significant demands despite welcoming the 

flexibility of EHE. These challenges included balancing educational responsibilities with 

work and other commitments (Haas et al., 2022).    

 Socialisation was another area of concern, with parents in several studies recognising 

the need to actively create opportunities for peer interaction and some reporting difficulties in 

maintaining a sufficient social network for their children (Gillie, 2025; Haas et al., 2022; 

O’Hagan et al., 2021). Overall, this theme highlights how personalised learning places both 

educational and social responsibility onto families. 
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2.5.4 Tensions Between Families and Education Systems 

Participants in the Gillie (2025) study described combative relationships with schools, noting 

that staff dismissed or minimised parental concerns. Some families also sought compromises 

such as flexi-schooling, with reported resistance from schools and local authorities (Gillie, 

2025; Maxwell et al., 2020). Maxwell et al. (2020) also highlighted parents being left without 

meaningful support after opting for home education, reinforcing feelings of neglect by the 

system. Not only did families often feel pushed into EHE by systemic failures, but once they 

made the decision, institutional support was minimal (O’Hagan et al., 2021).  

 The inclusion of Bower’s (2021) single-case study adds an important distinction to 

this discussion. It highlights the multifaceted nature of some families’ experiences, showing 

that school-based exclusion can stem not only from neurodivergence but also from 

overlapping factors such as faith identity and social difference. This finding broadens 

understanding of the “push factors” (Lee, 1966) behind EHE, revealing that exclusion is 

rarely the result of a single issue but often stems from cumulative misunderstanding and 

marginalisation within schools. The case further reinforces that EHE, for many families, 

represents both a place of recovery and a response to systemic inflexibility. 

2.5.5 Outlier Theme  

Although several recurring themes dominate the literature, an outlier theme emerged that 

added distinction to the overall findings, with a less frequently documented motivation for 

home education and revealing gaps and emerging directions in the evidence base. 

2.5.6 Identity, Belonging, and Alternative Educational Pathways 

Mitchell (2020) found that while many parents pursued EHE due to unmet ALN needs, a 

subgroup reported more proactive motivations. These included desires to cultivate creativity, 

family closeness, and a child-led, holistic learning philosophy, suggesting that home 
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education can reflect conceptions of identity and values.      

 The findings of Haas et al. (2022) show that families valued hybrid schooling for its 

ability to reduce anxiety and better align learning with the child’s needs. However, in the UK, 

this option is at the headteacher’s discretion (Gillie, 2025). These approaches reveal how 

families seek educational structures that reflect both their children’s identities and preferred 

learning styles.          

 Bower’s (2021) qualitative case study illustrates how overlapping identities, such as 

autism and religious faith, can intensify school-based exclusion. Unlike other cases focused 

solely on unmet academic needs, this family’s decision to home-educate stemmed from 

cumulative marginalisation. EHE became a means for restoring agency and affirming both 

personal and familial identity.       

 Together, these examples underscore that reasons for EHE are not limited to unmet 

needs and systemic issues. Identity, belonging, and values can also influence families’ 

educational choices. They expand the narrative of EHE from one of crisis response to one 

that can represent intentional, identity-driven decisions. 

This systematic literature review aimed to explore common parental motivations, 

experiences, and outcomes related to EHE, assess its benefits and challenges for families with 

ND children, and identify gaps in research specific to Wales.     

 

The findings of the review reveal four consistent themes:  

(1) School-based difficulties as the primary motivation for EHE 

(2) Family empowerment and child recovery  

(3) Flexible, individualised learning and associated challenges  

(4) Tensions between families and education systems.  
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These patterns reflect broader challenges in inclusive education policy and practice, 

particularly when institutional support is insufficient to accommodate ND learners. 

2.6 Limitations 

This review has several limitations that should be acknowledged when interpreting its 

findings. First, although the review followed a structured search strategy across multiple 

academic databases, the final sample consisted of only five empirical studies and one 

thematic review (Bower, 2021; Gillie, 2025; Haas et al., 2022; Maxwell et al., 2020; 

Mitchell, 2020; O’Hagan et al., 2021). This small evidence base reflects the limited 

availability of research specifically examining EHE among learners with ALN. 

Consequently, the findings should be interpreted with caution, as they may not reflect the 

experiences of other home-educating families.     

 Additionally, the review is constrained by methodological variability across the 

included studies, which complicates direct comparison. Most studies relied heavily on self-

selected participants, increasing the likelihood of sampling bias toward families who had 

particularly positive or negative experiences of mainstream schooling or EHE (Gillie, 2025; 

Maxwell et al., 2020; Mitchell, 2020).        

 Lack of triangulation further limits the ability to verify parental accounts (Bower, 

2021; Gillie, 2025; Maxwell et al., 2020; Mitchell, 2020; O’Hagan et al., 2021). For several 

studies, reflexivity and ethical transparency were only partially addressed, reducing clarity 

about the researcher’s positionality and potential interpretive bias (Bower, 2021; Mitchell, 

2020).            

 O’Hagan et al. (2021) documented each stage of their thematic synthesis, enhancing 

the study’s dependability. In contrast, survey-based studies, such as Mitchell (2020), lacked 

detail on coding or discussion between researchers. Socioeconomic diversity within samples 
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was also rarely reported, reducing the transferability of conclusions about flexibility and 

accessibility. Many included studies were cross-sectional and relied primarily on parent-

reported outcomes, providing limited insight into the long-term trajectories of children’s 

well-being, academic development, and social outcomes (Gillie, 2025; O’Hagan et al., 2021). 

This limits the understanding of how structural inequalities may shape experiences of home 

education (Bower, 2021; Mitchell, 2020).      

 Inconsistencies in definitions across studies also presented an issue (e.g., EHE vs 

homeschooling; SEN vs ALN) with conceptual clarity (Gillie, 2025; O’Hagan et al., 2021). 

Variation in national policy contexts also affects comparability, as the legal frameworks 

governing home education differ substantially (Haas et al., 2022; Maxwell et al., 2020). This 

means that the support available to families post-deregistration may vary significantly 

geographically.         

 Finally, a significant limitation of the evidence base is the lack of Welsh-specific 

research. Only one study (Maxwell et al., 2020) directly examined EHE among ALN learners 

in Wales, despite the distinct legislative context created by the ALN and Education Tribunal 

(Wales) Act 2018 (Welsh Government, 2018) and the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh 

Government, 2022). As a result, the applicability of the findings to the Welsh context remains 

uncertain.          

 Overall, these limitations underscore the need for more robust, diverse, and Wales-

specific research, including longitudinal studies and work incorporating children’s 

perspectives, to strengthen understanding of parental motivations, systemic influences, and 

child outcomes in EHE for ND learners. 
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2.7 Policy Implications 

Findings highlight several policy implications. Firstly, schools and local authorities should 

strengthen early identification and support for ND learners to reduce the risk of withdrawal 

from mainstream education. Consistent implementation of the ALN and Education Tribunal 

(Wales) Act 2018 (Welsh Government, 2018) is essential to ensure that inclusive practices 

are not merely aspirational but are successfully implemented with adequate resources, staff 

training, and collaboration with families.       

 Further, greater flexibility within the Welsh education system towards flexi-schooling 

could bridge the gap between school and home, offering individualised options without full 

deregistration. Policies should prioritise proactive engagement between local authorities and 

home-educating families to rebuild trust, provide guidance, and share responsibility for 

children’s learning and safeguarding.       

 Finally, policymakers should consider how data on EHE can be used constructively, 

avoiding approaches that prioritise surveillance while recognising families’ legitimate 

concerns about insufficient provision. Viewing EHE as part of a continuum of provision, 

rather than an alternate practice, would help create a more inclusive and supportive 

educational landscape in Wales. 

2.8 Future Research Suggestions 

Future research should prioritise Wales-specific studies to examine the influence of Welsh 

Government legislation on family decision-making and educational outcomes. Longitudinal 

and mixed-methods research could provide more comprehensive trajectories of children's 

well-being and academic outcomes of EHE. Including children’s firsthand perspectives 

alongside comparative studies across different ALN categories would create more balanced, 

inclusive data. Future research should not only examine how families navigate this evolving 
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legislative framework but also integrate empirical insights into policymaking. This could 

inform more responsive, needs-led education policy and support the development of a system 

that reduces reliance on EHE as a reactive measure while ensuring access to flexible and 

inclusive provision for all learners. 

2.9 Identified gap 

Existing research regularly demonstrates that parents of children with ALN often choose 

EHE in response to unmet educational needs, negative school experiences, and a desire for 

greater flexibility and emotional safety. Though many studies report improvements in 

children’s well-being and engagement after home education, the current evidence base is 

predominantly drawn from England, the United Kingdom, and international contexts and 

focuses primarily on autism. There remains limited exploration of the broader ND population 

and minimal attention to Welsh families, despite significant ALN policy reforms (Welsh 

Government, 2018) that have reshaped support structures. Existing research often overlooks 

parents’ emotional journeys, their interactions with local authorities and socio-demographic 

circumstances that influence whether families can realistically manage the substantial 

responsibilities associated with EHE.       

 None of the reviewed research examined how parental occupation or work patterns 

may shape families’ capacity to undertake home education. Opportunities such as remote and 

hybrid work have increased since the COVID-19 pandemic, with around 28% of working 

adults reporting hybrid employment in 2024 (Office for National Statistics, 2024). These 

alterations in working patterns may affect which families can sustain EHE in practice. This 

represents a significant conceptual gap, as the feasibility of EHE is likely to be mediated not 

only by parental motivation but also by the practical flexibility afforded by their employment 

situation. 
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2.10 Conclusion 

This review demonstrates that EHE for ALN learners is predominantly a reactive response to 

unmet needs and emotional deterioration within mainstream schooling, rather than a 

philosophical preference. Across studies, parents repeatedly described withdrawing their 

children to protect their well-being when schools failed to provide appropriate support, 

flexibility, or a psychologically safe environment. At the same time, families reported notable 

improvements in children’s emotional stability, engagement, and sense of autonomy 

following home education, highlighting the potential of personalised, interest-led approaches. 

 However, the benefits of EHE may coexist with significant challenges, including 

reduced social interaction, extensive parental responsibility, and limited institutional support. 

Outcomes appear to depend heavily on family resources, local networks, and whether home 

education is elected proactively or reactively. Overall, EHE reflects both family protection 

and systemic shortfalls in inclusive provision.       

 The current evidence base is small, methodologically and geographically dispersed. 

Notably, only one study focuses on Wales, limiting insight into how families experience EHE 

within the context of the ALN legislation and curriculum reforms in Wales (Welsh 

Government, 2018, 2022). This gap restricts the applicability of the findings to the Welsh 

policy landscape. Overall, the review highlights a limited, methodologically constrained 

evidence base, with a notable lack of Wales-specific research on EHE among ND learners.  

These gaps provide a clear rationale for the study presented in Chapter Three, which seeks to 

address key limitations identified within the existing literature. Previous research has often 

situated home education within broader policy and inclusion frameworks (e.g., Maxwell et 

al., 2020; O’Hagan et al., 2021), while also identifying factors such as unmet need and school 

exclusion practices, including off-rolling. However, these approaches may not fully capture 
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the complexity of parents’ lived experiences or the processes through which decisions to 

home educate are made.         

 The study in Chapter Three contributes Wales-specific empirical data on EHE among 

learners with ALN, addressing a key gap in the literature. It incorporates varied family 

experiences, neurodivergent (ND) profiles, and local authority contexts to enhance the 

transferability of findings. It also examines socio-demographic factors, including parental 

work patterns and capacity to sustain EHE, and considers how recent ALN reforms in Wales 

(Welsh Government, 2018) intersect with educational experiences.  
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3.1 Abstract 

Elective home education (EHE) has become an increasingly viable educational pathway in 

Wales, particularly among families of neurodivergent (ND) children who experience unmet 

needs, anxiety, and school-related distress within mainstream provision. Despite this trend, 

limited research has explored families’ experiences of choosing EHE within the Welsh policy 

context.           

 This qualitative study examined parents’ reasons for withdrawing their children from 

mainstream education and their perceptions of the impact of EHE on child well-being and 

learning. Participants were parents living in South and West Wales who had home-educated 

at least one ND child. They completed an anonymous qualitative online questionnaire, and 

responses were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis.     

 Parents name deregistration from the mainstream school primarily as a protective 

response to escalating concerns and a perceived lack of appropriate support. Many reported 

improvements in well-being, confidence, and engagement within more flexible and 

individualised learning environments. Although EHE also placed practical and emotional 

demands on families, many parents felt the benefits outweighed these challenges. The 

findings highlight implications for inclusive practice, implementation of the Additional 

Learning Needs framework in Wales, and support for families navigating home education. 

Keywords: Elective Home Education, Neurodivergence, Additional Learning Needs, Wales, 

Thematic Analysis 

 

 



 43 

3.2 Introduction 

Elective home education (EHE) is the parental choice to educate children at home rather than 

through traditional education. Parents assume full responsibility to provide a suitable 

education for their child (Department for Education, 2019). Welsh Government data shows 

that EHE has become an increasingly viable educational pathway across Wales in the last 

decade. With a rising number of children educated outside the mainstream school system 

(Welsh Government, 2022; 2025).        

 Within this context, pupils with ALN are notably overrepresented. In 2024/25, 47.8 

per 1,000 pupils educated outside school had identified Additional Learning Needs (ALN) or 

Special Educational Needs (SEN) provision, compared with 5.8 per 1,000 pupils across the 

overall pupil population (Welsh Government, 2025). This trend demonstrates that the 

experiences explored in this study reflect a broader national pattern of ND children receiving 

different forms of education rather than isolated parental decisions toward alternative 

education, such as EHE.          

 Importantly, the statistics of children with ALN receiving alternative education do not 

include those who are home-educated. This suggests that the proportion of ND learners 

educated outside mainstream schooling may be considerably higher than official figures 

indicate (Welsh Government, 2025). Further, while ALN is a statutory classification within 

the Welsh education system (Welsh Government, 2018), neurodivergence (ND) is a broader 

conceptual term encompassing neurodevelopmental differences (Kapp, 2020). These include 

autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), among 

others (Kapp, 2020). The two terms should therefore be understood as overlapping rather 

than interchangeable.         

 Families choose EHE for a range of reasons, yet parents of ND children frequently 

report withdrawing their children due to unmet support needs, anxiety, and school-related 
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distress (Maxwell et al., 2020; Paulauskaite et al., 2022). Decisions to deregister children 

from mainstream schooling have previously been conceptualised using a push–pull 

framework (Lee, 1966), in which negative experiences in school environments push families 

away from mainstream education, while perceived benefits of alternative provision pull them 

towards EHE (Kendall & Taylor, 2016). Studies of home education also imply that flexible 

pacing, reduced environmental demands, and individualised approaches can support 

engagement and well-being for some learners, particularly those with ALN (Parsons & 

Lewis, 2010; Riley, 2015).         

 This perspective aligns with the Welsh ALN framework, which emphasises person-

centred, needs-led support for learners whose needs cannot be fully met through standard 

provision. The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 and 

ALN Code established Individual Development Plans (IDPs) to ensure support is tailored to 

individual needs and developed collaboratively with families (Welsh Government, 2018; 

2021). The patterns described in this study highlight the importance of responsive, 

individualised provision for learners with additional needs.     

 Government reports indicate that implementing the legislation in practice has 

presented challenges for schools and local authorities, including difficulties in application, 

staffing and resource pressures, and a lack of training across settings (Senedd Research, 

2024). These challenges can affect how quickly needs are identified, how reliably support is 

implemented, and how effectively provision is organised with families (Audit Wales, 2023; 

Estyn, 2024; Senedd Research, 2024). Therefore, understanding ND learners' experiences is 

essential for informing more inclusive practice and improving consistency across education 

services (Estyn, 2024; Welsh Government, 2021).     

 Further, the systematic literature review presented in Chapter Two identified a lack of 

empirical research exploring parental experiences of EHE within the Welsh policy context. 
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This study explores parents’ reasons for choosing EHE and their experiences of supporting 

children with ND outside mainstream schooling in Carmarthenshire and neighbouring 

authorities. Adopting a neurodiversity-affirming perspective (Kapp, 2020), neurodivergence 

is recognised as a natural variation in human development rather than a deficit, and the 

importance of environments that accommodate diverse learning and sensory needs is 

emphasised.          

 Research suggests that families choose EHE for a range of reasons, including 

dissatisfaction with school environments, concerns about well-being, and a desire for more 

individualised or flexible learning (Kendall & Taylor, 2016). While earlier literature has 

associated EHE with philosophical or lifestyle preferences (Rothermel, 2011), more recent 

UK studies indicate a growing number of families withdrawing children from mainstream 

schooling due to difficulties, including insufficient provision and school-related anxiety 

(Children’s Commissioner, 2019; Kendall & Taylor, 2016). Together, this literature 

concludes that a combination of pressures within mainstream schooling and perceived 

benefits of alternative educational approaches may shape decisions to home-educate. 

The research addresses the following questions: 

1. Why do parents of ND children choose EHE? 

2. How do parents describe their experiences of EHE and its impact on child well-being 

and learning? 

3. What perceived benefits and challenges do parents identify within a Welsh local 

authority context? 
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3.3 Method 

3.3.1 Design 

A qualitative design, guided by reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2021), 

was employed to explore parents’ motivations and experiences of EHE. Reflexive thematic 

analysis is a flexible theoretical approach to analysing qualitative data, emphasising the 

researcher's reflexivity and the development of themes through active engagement with the 

dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2021). A detailed exploration of how educational, emotional, 

and systemic factors influenced decisions to home-educate was conducted.   

 The study examined how parents interpret their children’s experiences, navigate 

systemic barriers, and evaluate the impact of EHE. Parental accounts were interpreted 

through the context of their children’s experiences within educational systems. The 

researcher engaged in ongoing reflexive practice and supervision throughout the analytic 

process. Reflexive journalling was used to document analytic decisions, emerging 

interpretations, and potential assumptions, supporting transparency and critical awareness of 

how the researcher’s perspectives may have shaped the analysis. As the researcher was a 

home-educating parent, this process enabled careful consideration of bias and supported a 

reflexive, interpretive approach rather than assuming neutrality. 

3.3.2 Participants 

Participants lived primarily in Carmarthenshire, with additional respondents from South 

Wales authorities. Participants ranged in age from 28 to 49 years (M = 39.2). The sample 

consisted predominantly of mothers (n = 15), with two fathers participating. Most 

participants were home educating one child, although several were educating more than one. 

Children’s ages ranged from primary to secondary school age.   



 47 

 Eligibility required parents to currently home-educate at least one ND child (or to 

have done so within the last 12 months) who had previously attended a mainstream school. 

Participants were recruited through home-education networks and social media groups, which 

may have introduced self-selection bias, as individuals with particularly strong experiences 

were more likely to participate. Participation was voluntary, and no incentives were offered. 

Participants had been home-educating for varying lengths of time, meaning accounts 

reflected transitions into home education, early adjustment experiences, and long-term 

perspectives on EHE. Seventeen responses met the inclusion criteria and were analysed. 

Three responses were excluded because the children had never attended mainstream school 

and/or did not have a confirmed diagnosis.       

 A range of diagnoses and ALN were reported. Most commonly, ASD, ADHD, and 

co-occurring ASD and ADHD (AuDHD). Additional needs reported by parents included 

dyslexia, developmental language disorder, sensory processing differences, intellectual 

disability, and motor or sensory integration difficulties (including gross motor, vestibular, and 

proprioceptive processing difficulties). Diagnoses were parent-reported and were not 

independently verified. 

3.3.3 Materials and procedure 

Data were collected using an open-ended online questionnaire that examined motivations for 

EHE and parents' experiences of educating ND children outside mainstream school. An 

online format enabled participation from geographically dispersed families, increased 

accessibility for parents managing caregiving responsibilities, and allowed responses at times 

convenient for families. While this format did not allow follow-up prompting and 

clarification as interviews might, it enabled participation from parents who might not have 

been able to commit to interviews and provided detailed written accounts suitable for 

reflexive thematic analysis.       
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 Participants completed the questionnaire anonymously via Microsoft Forms, an 

encrypted software platform. All participants were provided with an information sheet 

outlining the purpose of the research, confidentiality, and their rights before participation (see 

Appendix A). Responses were stored securely on password-protected university systems in 

accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (European Union, 2016).  

 The questionnaire contained multiple open-ended questions and demographic items 

(e.g., parent age, child age, diagnosis, length of time home educating) (see Appendix B). 

Questions explored the reasons for withdrawing from mainstream education, children’s 

experiences of attending school, the decision-making process and experiences of EHE, 

perceived impacts on children’s well-being and learning, support received since 

deregistration, and future educational plans. The questionnaire was designed to elicit 

reflective, narrative responses rather than brief factual answers, while accommodating 

participants’ time constraints.   

 

Examples of questions included: 

• Can you describe your child’s experience of mainstream school before home 

education? 

• What factors influenced your decision to begin home educating? 

• How has home education affected your child’s well-being or engagement with 

learning? 

• What support have you received since beginning home education? 

Participants were informed that they could respond in as much or as little detail as they 

wished and could skip any questions they did not want to answer. Completion time ranged 

from 6 to 193 minutes, with most participants completing the questionnaire within 
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approximately 15-45 minutes (M = 43.7), depending on the length of written responses. 

          

3.3.4 Ethical considerations 

The study adhered to the British Psychological Society’s (BPS) Code of Human Research 

Ethics (2021) and received ethical approval prior to data collection (see Appendix C). 

Participation was voluntary, informed, consensual and anonymous, and participants 

confirmed their consent before completing the questionnaire (see Appendix D).   

 Participants were aware that they could withdraw from the study at any time and that 

their data would be removed, without providing a reason or incurring any penalty. Names in 

the dataset were removed, and only the Primary Researcher and Research Supervisor could 

access the raw data. As the questionnaire addressed potentially sensitive experiences, 

participants received information about locally available support services should they 

experience distress.         

 Participants were also informed that any disclosure indicating a risk to child welfare 

would be managed in line with the university's safeguarding procedures (University of Wales 

Trinity Saint David, 2022). Following submission, participants were provided with a debrief 

statement outlining the purpose of the study, how the data would be used, and the 

researcher’s contact details for any questions or to request a summary of findings (see 

Appendix E). 

3.4 Data analysis 

Responses were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2021) six-phase reflexive thematic 

analysis. First, the researcher familiarised themselves with the data by repeatedly reading 

responses and taking notes. Initial codes were then generated across the dataset to capture 
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features relevant to the research questions and participants’ experiences. These codes were 

subsequently organised into potential themes by identifying patterns of shared meaning. An 

example of the coding process is provided in Appendix F. Themes were reviewed and refined 

to ensure coherence before being defined in terms of representative aspects of participants’ 

experiences. Finally, the themes were developed into a written analytical narrative, 

incorporating data extracts and interpretations to address the research aims. The researcher 

conducted a reflexive discussion and supervisory consultation to enhance analytic rigour. 

 As diagnoses and support needs were parent-reported, the analysis focused on 

parents’ interpretations and experiences rather than on their clinical validation. Within a 

reflexive thematic analysis framework, these accounts were understood as meaningful 

representations of families’ experiences and interactions with educational systems. This 

approach recognises that parental perceptions play a crucial role in decisions about 

educational provision, including EHE.    

3.5 Results 

This study explored parents’ motivations for EHE and their experiences of supporting ND 

children outside the mainstream school system. Seventeen parents participated, representing 

families across Carmarthenshire and nearby authorities.      

Five interconnected themes were identified, some with subthemes (see Table 4) that captured 

different aspects of parents’ experiences:  

(1) Mainstream school as a source of distress 

(2) Withdrawal from school as a protective decision 

(3) Renewed engagement through personalised learning 

(4) The practical and emotional demands of home education 
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(5) Navigating support, social connection and future pathways 

These themes illustrate how sustained difficulties within mainstream education shaped both 

withdrawal decisions and subsequent experiences of EHE. 

Across the dataset, deregistration from mainstream schooling was not initially a preferred 

option. Instead, participants described increasingly negative experiences over time, with the 

majority characterising their child’s overall school experience as “very negative”. Reports of 

declining emotional well-being and inadequate support were nearly universal across 

responses and were frequently accompanied by sensory or environmental overwhelm and 

perceptions that parental concerns were disregarded. Withdrawal typically followed 

prolonged and unsuccessful attempts to secure support within mainstream provision.
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Table 4. Overview of themes and subthemes 

 

Theme Subthemes 

Mainstream School as a Source of Distress Unmet needs and lack of appropriate support 

Sensory and emotional strain 

Breakdown in trust with school systems 

Withdrawal from school as a protective decision 

 

 

Renewed Engagement Through Personalised Learning Greater choice and control over learning 

Growing confidence and sense of capability 

Feeling safer and more supported 

Improvements in overall well-being 

 

The practical and emotional demands of home education 
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Navigating Support, Social Connection, and Future Pathways 

 

 

Note. Themes and subthemes were developed through reflexive thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2021) six-phase approach. 
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3.5.1 Mainstream School as a Source of Distress 

Mainstream schooling was consistently described as unable to accommodate children’s 

learning, sensory, and emotional needs, positioning it as a central source of distress within 

parental accounts: “Teachers didn't listen to our concerns and kept saying they were fine in 

school. They weren't fine, far from it so we had to act” (P12). Experiences of inflexibility, 

delayed support, and environmental overwhelm contributed to escalating anxiety and 

disengagement. Many parents recall attempting to secure adjustments prior to withdrawal but 

felt that meaningful change did not occur: “We had to fight so hard for it and we were 

sharing crucial information which ended up misplaced and the whole thing was so 

frustrating” (P16). In many cases, parents perceived that schools did not fully understand or 

respond to their child’s needs. Accounts highlighted inadequate support for ND children, 

reflecting widespread perception of limited responsiveness. No participants deemed their 

child “very well” supported or understood within mainstream school.  

Unmet needs and lack of appropriate support 

This subtheme reflects systemic limitations in recognising and responding to the needs of ND 

learners. Parents’ accounts highlighted persistent difficulties accessing and maintaining 

effective support, with many reporting that their children appeared “fine” in school despite 

experiencing significant psychological strain. Participants stated that masking contributed to 

needs being overlooked or delayed. Masking, or the suppression of ND traits to meet social 

expectations (Hull et al., 2017; Livingston et al., 2019), may reduce the visibility of distress 

and limit prioritisation for support. As a result, pupils who appeared outwardly regulated 

were often not identified for intervention despite escalating internal difficulties.  

 Support processes did not consistently respond to emerging needs, contributing to a 

pattern of delayed intervention. Therefore, deregistration was described as arising from 

cumulative unmet needs rather than isolated incidents. Several parents reported that access to 
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support was contingent on a formal diagnosis, creating barriers to early intervention: “We 

tried to get an IDP at school, but school refused to see any signs and symptoms” (P10), while 

another described difficulty with implementation: “The school didn’t actually do what they 

were supposed to do in the IDP…” (P9). These experiences highlight inconsistencies in the 

application of inclusive education policy within the Welsh ALN framework (Welsh 

Government, 2018).         

 Across accounts, delays and inconsistent implementation of IDPs were closely 

associated with deregistration. Repeated attempts to secure provision without sustained 

improvement contributed to stress, frustration, and a sense of being unheard, as described by 

one participant as: “grinding us down as a family” (P20). A lack of timely intervention meant 

that support was often introduced only after distress had escalated beyond the point at which 

attending school felt possible. These findings point to a broader systemic pattern of delayed 

recognition and inconsistent provision, shaping decisions to pursue EHE. 

Sensory and emotional strain 

This section captures the experiences of children within mainstream school environments. 

School settings were characterised by overwhelming noise, transitions, and social demands, 

which contributed to heightened stress. One participant reported that their child: “…really 

didn't like the chaotic environment and teachers shouting and then the bullying started” 

(P16). Another described the impact on daily functioning: “Normal activities were becoming 

difficult, eating and sleeping due to stress of the next day at school” (P4).  

 Parents articulated these experiences as leading to anxiety, burnout, and eventual 

disengagement from attendance and learning. Declining emotional well-being was one of the 

most prevalent features across accounts and was often described as intensifying over time in 

response to sustained sensory and environmental pressures. Together, these accounts 
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highlight how mainstream school environments were experienced as dysregulating, with 

sustained sensory and emotional strain contributing to disengagement from school. 

Breakdown in trust with school systems 

This subtheme reflects the relational consequences of prolonged difficulties between families 

and schools. Parents experienced repeatedly raising concerns without receiving meaningful 

responses, contributing to the perception that their child’s needs were not being recognised or 

taken seriously: “Senior staff were rude, dismissive and challenged me often… I felt like no 

one was on my side or my child's side” (P9).      

 These experiences contributed to a deterioration in relationships, with parents 

describing growing frustration and a loss of confidence in schools’ ability to support their 

child. For many, this breakdown in trust was closely associated with decisions to seek 

alternative provision: “I felt gaslit all the time as a parent… School has no comprehension of 

how ND girls mask” (P11). This highlights how repeated failures in communication and 

responsiveness eroded trust, with parents no longer viewing schools as able to meet their 

child’s needs. 

3.5.2 Withdrawal from School as a Protective Decision 

Withdrawal from school was commonly conceptualised as a necessary response to protect 

child welfare rather than a proactive educational preference. Parents explained reaching a 

critical threshold at which remaining in school no longer felt safe or sustainable: “Nothing is 

as hard as your child wanting to die because they cant cope at school” (P12). Deregistration 

often followed prolonged attempts to secure support and was accompanied by a period of 

decompression. With an initial focus on recovery rather than academic learning: “We turned 

to home education to ensure well-being, which has vastly improved since removing him from 
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school as we can support his needs and help him understand them” (P10). Across accounts, 

the most frequently cited motivations for EHE were declining emotional well-being and 

inadequate support at school, with sensory overload and perceived lack of responsiveness 

following closely. Withdrawal formed part of a broader process shaped by escalating distress 

and parental responsibility to safeguard well-being.  

3.5.3 Renewed Engagement Through Personalised Learning 

EHE was consistently described as enabling more responsive and individualised learning 

environments. One participant summarised their approach as: “Child-led pedagogy, learner 

centred, responsive, 1-1 support” (P13). Accounts emphasised the importance of adapting 

learning to children’s pace, interests, and emotional state. Greater flexibility, reduced 

pressure, and one-to-one support were associated with renewed engagement and emotional 

recovery.          

 These experiences contrasted with mainstream schooling, which was often described 

as rigid, highly pressurised, and oriented towards standardised performance: “They put a lot 

of pressure on my children to fit into the curriculum and their expectations were very high” 

(P17). Across accounts, mainstream settings were perceived as prioritising conformity and 

curriculum targets over individual needs, positioning EHE as a more responsive alternative. 

Greater choice and control over learning 

This subtheme focuses on how learning processes were restructured through EHE. Children 

had greater influence over what, when, and how they learned, with flexible pacing enabling 

parents to respond to emotional and sensory needs: “Taking time out, taking breaks when it 

becomes too much, self-care, learning what they want to learn” (P12).  

 Interest-led learning was frequently associated with increased motivation and 
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engagement: “He's… been able to delve deeper into all his interests… He's become curious 

again and wants to learn” (P4). Engagement was described as emerging when learning 

aligned with the child’s readiness and interests, rather than being externally imposed. This 

demonstrates that autonomy functioned not only as a practical adjustment but as a mechanism 

for re-engaging children in learning. 

Growing confidence and sense of capability 

This section reflects how children’s engagement translated into changes in self-perception. 

As learning became more manageable, parents observed gradual increases in confidence and 

self-efficacy: “His view of himself is so much better… the growth in his self-confidence has 

been incredible” (P4), while another described improved regulation and self-understanding: 

“He’s so much more regulated and feels so much better about himself” (P10).  

 Confidence was not described as an immediate outcome of withdrawal but rather as 

developing over time as children experienced success in learning environments that felt 

achievable and affirming. Reduced performance pressure and increased control over learning 

appeared to support the rebuilding of capability. 

Feeling safer and more supported 

This subtheme examines the emotional context in which learning occurred. Home 

environments were described as calmer and more responsive than school settings across 

accounts: “The environment is much calmer at home… socialising is also on his terms” (P4). 

Parents also described stronger relationships, increased understanding of their child’s needs, 

and opportunities for co-regulation: “Following his needs and interests, listening to his 

emotions, lots of movement and breaks” (P7).     

 These environments enabled immediate responses to dysregulation and reduced 
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exposure to school-related stressors. Overall, emotional safety was a key condition 

underpinning engagement, supporting both regulation and participation in learning. 

Improvements in overall well-being 

Accounts reflected broader changes in children’s emotional and behavioural functioning 

following the transition to EHE. Parents noted improvements in mood, engagement, and 

emotional stability, with one noting: “She’s happier, she’s engaging more in the things she 

enjoys” (P20).           

 While increased confidence and emotional safety were described as important 

elements of this process, well-being was often framed as a more holistic outcome 

encompassing reduced anxiety, improved regulation, and greater day-to-day functioning. For 

some families, these changes were described as critical to recovery from school-related 

distress. One participant recalled their child stating: “I wouldn’t be alive today if you hadn’t 

taken me out of school” (P4).        

 These accounts suggest that improvements in well-being were not attributed to a 

single factor, but emerged from the interaction of flexibility, autonomy, and relational 

support within home education environments. 

3.5.4 The Practical and Emotional Demands of Home Education 

Despite perceived benefits for children, parents portrayed significant practical and emotional 

demands associated with home education. Many reported increased workload, financial 

pressures, and the need to balance educational responsibilities with employment and 

caregiving. Some families reported reducing working hours to accommodate these demands: 

“It's very difficult to fit everything, had to down my hours to part time” (P1).  

 Parental workload and time balance were the most frequently cited challenges over 
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the last six months. While parents frequently viewed the decision as necessary for their 

child’s well-being, they also acknowledged the strain it placed on family routines and 

employment. One participant explained: "It’s a lot of responsibility to juggle, but we have no 

regrets. Nothing is as hard as your child wanting to die because they can’t cope at school” (P12). 

This illustrates the extent to which decisions to pursue EHE are shaped by concerns for child 

safety and well-being, rather than preference alone. Collectively, these accounts illustrate 

how EHE is sustained through considerable parental sacrifice, with families absorbing 

responsibilities that might otherwise be expected of formal education systems. 

3.5.5 Navigating Support, Social Connection, and Future Pathways 

Parents report varied experiences of support while home educating. Some detailed receiving 

helpful information from local authorities, while others described limited practical support 

and reliance on informal networks. These accounts suggest that support for families choosing 

EHE remains inconsistent.        

 Participants also reflected on future educational pathways. Many expressed openness 

to flexible or alternative forms of education in the future, a desire for acceptance for their 

child, including college, hybrid provision, or specialist settings. However, a substantial 

proportion felt that no realistic changes within mainstream schooling would have enabled 

their child to continue attending at the time of withdrawal. These issues are related to a lack 

of staff knowledge and negative attitudes, as well as the school curriculum and lack of 

autonomous learning. One parent who said they would not return their child to school 

explained: “I think the problem is too far gone for kids with ALN” (P12), with another 

stating: “Schools need to completely revise their curriculum, learning approaches and 

attitudes towards learners with ALN” (P13).       

 EHE was often understood as a necessary response to negative circumstances rather 
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than a permanent rejection of formal education. Participants frequently emphasised that 

future pathways would depend on well-being, readiness, and the availability of suitable 

provision, suggesting that educational trajectories were viewed as flexible and non-linear. 

These accounts highlight how parents viewed educational pathways as shaped by their child’s 

needs and circumstances rather than predetermined. 

3.6 Discussion 

This study explored Welsh parents’ motivations for EHE and their experiences of supporting 

ND children outside mainstream schooling. Deregistration was most often described as a 

response to unmet needs, declining well-being, and limited responsiveness within school 

environments, with EHE framed as a protective decision rather than an initial preference. 

These findings align with previous research identifying insufficient provision and school-

related anxiety as key parental motivators of removal from mainstream education (Gillie, 

2025; Maxwell et al., 2020). They also reinforce evidence that EHE is frequently a reactive 

response to systemic shortcomings rather than a proactive or philosophical choice (Mitchell, 

2020; O’Hagan et al., 2021). Further extending the literature by highlighting the extent to 

which deregistration is shaped by sustained institutional failings.    

 While previous research has highlighted off-rolling as a factor in school 

disengagement (e.g., Maxwell et al., 2020), this was not reflected in the current dataset. This 

may suggest that withdrawal in this sample was more strongly associated with cumulative 

unmet needs and declining well-being than with explicit exclusionary practices.  

 These findings challenge the assumption that inclusive education frameworks are 

being effectively realised in practice, indicating that systemic constraints continue to limit 

schools’ capacity to respond to ND learners. While there is broad agreement across studies, 

this convergence may also reflect a reliance on similar methodological approaches, 
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particularly the predominance of parental self-report data (Gillie, 2025; Maxwell et al., 2020; 

Mitchell, 2020; O’Hagan et al., 2021). These findings can also be interpreted through a 

neurodiversity paradigm (Kapp, 2020), which conceptualises emotional dysregulation not as 

an individual deficit, but as structural incompatibility between learners and inflexible 

educational environments. From this perspective, the reported difficulties reflect systemic 

constraints within mainstream provision rather than inherent limitations within the child. 

 Following deregistration, improvements in children’s well-being, confidence, and 

engagement within more flexible learning environments were reported. These changes appear 

closely linked to reduced pressure, increased autonomy, and more responsive support. This 

aligns with Haas et al. (2022) and O’Hagan et al. (2021), who similarly report reductions in 

anxiety and increased engagement following transitions to more flexible or home-based 

learning environments.        

 However, EHE also imposed practical and emotional demands on families and was 

accompanied by variable support and uncertainty about future pathways. This study 

contributes to the existing literature by providing Wales-specific insight into parental 

experiences of EHE, addressing a gap identified in previous research (Maxwell et al., 2020). 

More importantly, it emphasises that EHE for ND learners is better understood as a response 

to systemic shortfalls in inclusive provision, rather than primarily a matter of parental choice. 

The findings highlight the interaction between children’s needs, school environments, and 

wider policy contexts. Decisions to withdraw were rarely ideological; rather, they emerged 

from insufficient provision, escalating distress, and perceived limitations in schools’ 

responsiveness.          

 While many accounts described improvements in child well-being following EHE, 

these outcomes were often achieved through considerable parental demand and sacrifice. 

Suggesting that the benefits of EHE depend on the resources and flexibility available within 
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families. Therefore, EHE can be understood not only as an educational choice but also as a 

reaction to perceived gaps in the responsiveness of mainstream provision 

3.6.1 Push-pull Motivation for Elective Home Education  

While the results section described parents’ experiences, this section considers how those 

experiences can be interpreted in relation to existing theory. A push-pull framework (Lee, 

1966) provides a useful lens for understanding how decisions to home-educate were shaped 

by both pressures within mainstream schooling and perceived advantages of alternative 

provision. The framework conceptualises decision-making as a process influenced by factors 

that move individuals away from existing contexts (push) and those that draw them toward 

alternatives (pull).          

 Within education, this model has been used to explain why families withdraw from 

mainstream schooling and pursue home education (Kendall & Taylor, 2016). This 

interpretation aligns with existing UK literature, which reinforces that decisions to home-

educate are often shaped by a combination of pressures within education systems and 

perceived benefits of alternative educational approaches (Children’s Commissioner for 

England, 2019; Kendall & Taylor, 2016; Rothermel, 2011). These improvements are 

consistent with previous research indicating that withdrawal from mainstream schooling is 

often associated with reduced anxiety and improved emotional regulation (Gillie, 2025; 

O’Hagan et al., 2021), reinforcing the role of “push” factors related to well-being in decisions 

to pursue EHE.          

 In the present study, push factors included unmet support needs, sensory and 

environmental stressors, and declining well-being within mainstream schools. Pull factors 

such as flexibility, reduced anxiety, and individualised learning became more prominent 

through EHE and were associated with renewed engagement and emotional recovery. 
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 Push and pull factors appeared to operate simultaneously rather than consecutively, 

with parents weighing risks and benefits in relation to their child’s well-being. Deregistration 

was frequently conceptualised as a last resort after repeated attempts to secure appropriate 

support. Through EHE, flexible pacing and personalised learning were linked to 

improvements in confidence and well-being, supporting existing research on responsive 

learning environments (Hatton & Powell, 2022; Riley, 2015).    

 Overall, the findings reinforce the relevance of a push–pull interpretation in which 

deregistration is initially reactive but sustained by perceived improvements in responsiveness 

and well-being. Reflecting dynamic interactions between school contexts and family 

resources rather than a single causal event. 

3.6.2 Limitations  

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings. 

The findings are based primarily on parental accounts, which may reflect retrospective 

interpretations of school experiences. While consistency across studies strengthens 

credibility, the absence of triangulation with school or child perspectives means these 

accounts should be interpreted as context-dependent rather than conclusive, particularly given 

that parental self-report data may privilege certain interpretations over alternative 

perspectives. Additionally, the use of an online qualitative questionnaire limited opportunities 

for follow-up questioning and clarification compared to interview-based methods.  

 The sample consisted of a relatively small number of Welsh families, meaning the 

findings are context-specific and may be limited in transferability to other regions or policy 

contexts. Despite these limitations, the study provides valuable insight into parental 

experiences of EHE and highlights important considerations for policy and practice. 
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3.6.3 Contribution of the study 

This study contributes to the understanding of EHE in Wales by providing context-specific 

insights into parents’ experiences within the Welsh ALN framework (Welsh Government, 

2018). The findings highlight how policy implementation and school responsiveness are 

experienced by families and how variability in support shapes decisions to withdraw from 

mainstream schooling.        

 IDP implementation was often delayed and inconsistent, reflecting wider variation in 

ALN provision across Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). National evaluations similarly 

identified ongoing inconsistency in how the ALN framework is enacted in practice (Estyn, 

2024). Diagnostic timelines and resource constraints further influenced access to support. 

While the ALN framework emphasises needs-led provision, these findings indicate that its 

effectiveness depends on implementation at the school and local authority levels. EHE was 

framed not as a rejection of mainstream education in principle, but as a response to perceived 

limitations in inclusive practice. This study extends existing literature highlighting the gap 

between inclusive policy intentions and children’s actual educational experiences (Hallett & 

Hallett, 2020).           

 The findings further contribute to current understandings of EHE by demonstrating 

that deregistration from school is often preceded by prolonged unmet need, rather than 

reflecting immediate parental preference. This study emphasises the role of delayed 

intervention, inconsistent implementation of IDPs, and limited adaptation to sensory and 

emotional needs in shaping parental decisions to pursue EHE. Taken together, these findings 

position EHE as a systemic outcome of unmet need within mainstream provision, rather than 

an individualised parental choice.        

 The study also focuses on variability in the support available to families who elect to 

home educate. While some parents engaged constructively with local authorities, others 
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relied primarily on informal networks, including online communities. These findings 

highlight uneven access to information and support, suggesting that families’ experiences of 

EHE are shaped not only by educational needs but also by the availability of institutional and 

social resources.          

 In addition, the study contributes to understanding the practical and emotional 

demands associated with EHE. Improvements in children’s well-being are frequently 

accompanied by increased parental workload, reduced employment flexibility, and financial 

strain. These findings indicate that EHE sustainability is closely linked to structural factors, 

including work patterns, income stability, and access to support, highlighting the role of 

family capacity in shaping educational pathways.      

 Finally, the findings emphasise the importance of early identification and responsive 

support in preventing escalation to crisis points, where deregistration is perceived as the only 

viable option. Further, the study highlights the significance of recognising less visible forms 

of need, including masking and school-related anxiety within inclusive education 

frameworks. These insights contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how educational 

systems respond to ND learners and the conditions under which alternative pathways such as 

EHE are pursued. 

3.7 Conclusion 

This study aimed to explore parents’ motivations and experiences of EHE for ND children 

within the Welsh context. The findings demonstrate that decisions to pursue EHE were rarely 

driven solely by educational preference, but were more commonly shaped by prolonged 

unmet need, emotional distress, and difficulties in securing appropriate support within 

mainstream provision.         

 Deregistration from school was consistently framed as a protective response, with 
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parents prioritising their child’s well-being in the context of environments experienced as 

inflexible and insufficiently responsive. While EHE enabled renewed engagement through 

personalised learning, it also placed significant practical and emotional demands on families, 

highlighting the reallocation of responsibility from education systems to parents.  

 EHE was a systemic outcome of limitations within inclusive education, rather than an 

individualised parental choice. Therefore, the study contributes to a more enhanced 

understanding of how policy intentions are experienced in practice, particularly within the 

Welsh ALN framework. Ultimately, the findings underscore the importance of timely, 

responsive, and flexible support for ND learners. Without structural changes to inclusive 

provision, EHE is likely to persist as a reactive pathway rather than a genuinely elective 

choice for this population. 
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This chapter reflects on the process of conducting the present research project, which 

explored parents’ motivations and experiences of elective home education (EHE) for 

neurodivergent (ND) children. Reflective practice is an important component of both 

psychological research and professional development, as it enables researchers to critically 

evaluate their experiences, identify learning points, and consider how research practice can be 

improved in future (Berger, 2015; Finlay, 2002).      

 While earlier chapters of this dissertation describe the research design and findings, 

this chapter focuses on the practical and personal experience of conducting the study. It 

reflects on the decisions made throughout the research process, the challenges encountered, 

and the lessons learned from undertaking a qualitative research project within a sensitive area 

of children and young people’s educational and mental health research.   

 Gibbs’ reflective cycle (Gibbs, 1988) is used to structure this reflection. In particular, 

the chapter considers what occurred during the research process, how these experiences were 

managed, and the insights gained that may inform future research practice.   

 At the outset of the project, I intended to conduct focus groups with parents who had 

chosen EHE for their ND children. Focus groups were initially selected because they can 

encourage shared discussion and allow participants to reflect collectively on their 

experiences. I anticipated that this format would generate rich data through interaction with 

participants and would allow me to prompt them and clarify the information they could 

provide. Another expectation was that coordinating suitable times and locations would prove 

difficult. To my surprise, many parents agreed to attend the university to take part in the 

focus groups on certain days and at certain times.     
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 However, as the research progressed, it became clear that organising focus groups 

would be significantly more challenging than expected. Participants were located across the 

geographically large and sometimes rural areas of Carmarthenshire, and many parents had 

substantial caregiving responsibilities. This meant that, despite their willingness to 

participate, practical barriers prevented them from attending focus groups without their 

children. Although several parents initially expressed interest in participating in the study, it 

became clear that this was not feasible for this group. As a result, I adapted the methodology 

and used an online qualitative questionnaire to increase parent participation. This decision 

was also made with the project's time constraints in mind.     

 While this change initially felt frustrating, particularly as I had been interested in 

facilitating group discussions, it ultimately enabled more participants to contribute to the 

research. The questionnaire format allowed parents to respond at their own convenience and 

reduced the practical barriers to attending scheduled research sessions. This experience 

further highlighted the importance of methodological flexibility when conducting research 

with populations facing barriers, time constraints, and caregiving responsibilities.  

 Recruitment proved to be one of the most challenging aspects of the research process. 

Despite initial interest, parents who home educate were sometimes cautious about 

participating in research due to privacy concerns, misunderstandings about their lifestyle, or 

perceived scrutiny by authorities.       

 Within my experience of the home education community, there is often a strong 

emphasis on protecting family autonomy and maintaining privacy. As a result, building trust 

with potential participants required persistence and careful communication about the 

research's purpose. It was important to emphasise that participation was voluntary, 

anonymous, and focused on understanding parents’ experiences rather than evaluating their 

educational choices. Ensuring transparency about confidentiality and data protection helped 
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reassure potential participants.        

 This process reinforced the importance of sensitivity, understanding, and building 

trust when conducting research with communities that may feel misunderstood or 

marginalised. The significance of this is that, despite EHE’s growing popularity, it remains 

largely an alternative educational and lifestyle choice. The topic of this research also held 

personal significance for me. I home-educate one of my own children following adverse 

experiences in mainstream education related to neurodivergence and associated mental health 

difficulties. This personal connection created both strengths and challenges within the 

research process. On one hand, my experiences deepened my understanding of the issues 

being discussed and helped me approach the topic with empathy. On the other hand, it 

required careful awareness of how my own perspectives might influence the interpretation of 

participants’ accounts.          

 To address this, I engaged in ongoing reflexive practice throughout the research. I 

maintained a reflective journal to document initial interpretations, emotional responses, and 

emerging assumptions as I analysed. This process highlighted my tendency to align strongly 

with parents’ accounts of school-based anxiety, prompting me to revisit the data more 

critically and consider alternative interpretations. Reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, 2021) supported this process by encouraging active engagement with how 

themes were developed, rather than treating them as purely data-driven. Rather than 

attempting to eliminate my positionality, I aimed to acknowledge it transparently and hold 

myself accountable for interpreting participants’ accounts in a non-biased manner, setting 

aside my personal expectations and experiences.      

 Another important aspect of the research process was managing the emotional impact 

of engaging with participants’ experiences. Many parents experienced difficult situations in 

which their children had anxiety, trauma, critical mental health conditions and emotional 
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difficulties when attending mainstream education. Reading these accounts required careful 

management of my emotional responses, particularly in relation to parents’ descriptions of 

anxiety and distress. While empathy was important, it was necessary to separate emotional 

reactions from analytical interpretation to ensure the data were examined rigorously. To 

manage this, I introduced structured breaks during analysis and revisited the data after 

periods of distance, allowing initial emotional reactions to settle before re-engaging 

analytically. This helped prevent over-identification with participants’ experiences.  

 A significant challenge during the dissertation process was balancing the demands of 

conducting and writing the research alongside my personal responsibilities. As a parent who 

home-educates, managing time effectively became essential to completing the project. 

Despite wanting to prioritise my research, I needed to undertake it alongside ongoing 

caregiving and legal education responsibilities at home. Including a full write-up of an annual 

educational report for the local authority, whilst assembling the full dissertation.  

 This required careful organisation and time management, particularly during the 

project's later stages, when analysing data and writing the report. At times, this balancing of 

roles was challenging and required flexibility in planning work around family commitments. 

However, this also strengthened my project management skills and highlighted the 

importance of maintaining realistic timelines when undertaking independent research. 

 Reflecting on this provided an increased awareness of the practical demands on 

researchers managing multiple responsibilities. It has also reinforced the importance of 

resilience, planning, and adaptability when undertaking a large independent research project.

 Another challenge encountered during the dissertation process was writing the 

research paper in a format suitable for submission to an academic journal while also meeting 

the university's structural and assessment requirements. The manuscript was prepared 

according to the author guidelines of the British Journal of Special Education, which typically 
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require articles to be within a word count of approximately 4,000-6,000 words. However, the 

dissertation chapter containing the research paper was limited to a maximum of 4,500 words 

under the university’s assessment criteria. This created tension between producing a 

manuscript that aligned with the journal's expectations while also adhering to the dissertation 

word limit. As a result, careful decisions had to be made regarding which aspects of the 

research to prioritise within the available word count. This required refining the clarity and 

conciseness of the writing while retaining the key methodological and analytical components. 

Although this process was challenging, it provided valuable experience in adapting academic 

writing to meet different audiences and publication requirements.   

 Despite the challenges I encountered during the research process, the project also 

provided several positive learning experiences. Engaging closely with parents’ accounts 

reinforced my belief in the importance of this research area and the need for improved 

support for ND children within mainstream education.     

 The findings highlighted how educational systems and policies can influence the well-

being and learning experiences of children with ALN. Reflecting on these accounts 

strengthened my commitment to advocating for more inclusive educational practices and 

policies that better support ND learners. The study’s process also increased my confidence in 

my ability to conduct independent research. Completing the project required managing 

multiple stages of the research process, including literature review, ethical approval, 

recruitment, data collection, analysis, and academic writing. Successfully navigating these 

stages, despite the challenges encountered, strengthened my confidence in my research skills, 

project management, and resilience as a developing researcher.    

 The ethical considerations associated with this study were significant due to the 

sensitive nature of the topic and the involvement of children’s educational and mental health 

experiences. Awaiting ethical approval was initially anxiety-provoking, as it highlighted the 
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responsibility associated with conducting research involving potentially vulnerable 

populations. However, this process reinforced the importance of ethical safeguards within 

psychological research. Engaging with the ethical approval process strengthened my 

understanding of the ethical responsibilities associated with psychological research and the 

importance of gaining ethical approval in a timely and legitimate manner. This allowed me to 

begin data collection once ethical approval was obtained.     

 Reflecting on the research process, several elements of the study could be improved if 

the research were conducted again. One important consideration would be the inclusion of 

children and young people’s perspectives alongside those of parents, where ethically feasible. 

Although the current study focused on parental experiences, incorporating children's voices 

could provide a more complete understanding of how educational environments are 

experienced from the child’s perspective. Particularly, the internal processes, thoughts and 

feelings of ND learners when attending school and what they feel the environmental 

differences between this and EHE are providing them.      

 In addition, if I had combined the online questionnaire with interviews or focus 

groups, it may have produced more detailed qualitative data. While the questionnaire made 

participation accessible and convenient for parents, interviews would have enabled me to 

explore participants’ responses in greater depth and to ask follow-up questions to clarify or 

expand on key points. This may have impacted the themes developed from the dataset. 

 Recruiting a comparative group of families who considered home education but 

ultimately remained in mainstream schooling could also strengthen the analysis by providing 

additional contextual insight into the different educational decisions they made. It could 

highlight which differences in resources or support are effective in enabling ND children to 

continue attending school.        

 Finally, earlier planning of recruitment strategies may also benefit the research. It 
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could build trust with participants more quickly and support the development of a larger, 

more diverse sample. As recruitment took longer than initially expected in this often cautious 

population, starting this stage of the research earlier may have increased participation and 

engagement. 

Conducting this research has strengthened my understanding of qualitative research methods, 

ethical practice, and the practical realities of conducting research with families. 

Key learning points from this project include: 

• The importance of flexibility in research design 

• The need for realistic timelines when recruiting participants 

• The value of reflexive practice when researching topics with personal relevance 

• The importance of ethical sensitivity when exploring emotionally complex 

experiences 

These lessons will inform my future research practice and professional development. 

Undertaking this research project has been a valuable learning experience both academically 

and professionally. The process highlighted the complexity of conducting qualitative research 

in real-world contexts and reinforced the importance of adaptability, reflexivity, and ethical 

awareness.          

 Through navigating practical challenges, reflecting on my positionality, and engaging 

critically with the research process, I have developed greater self-efficacy as a researcher. 

The experience has strengthened my ability to conduct ethically responsible and reflexive 

research that contributes to understanding the experiences of families home educating ND 

children. 



 76 

Appendices 

Appendix A - Participant Information Sheet 
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Appendix B – Questionnaire Items  
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 Appendix C – Approved Ethics Application Form 



 85 



 86 



 87 



 88 



 89 



 90 



 91 



 92 



 93 



 94 



 95 



 96 



 97 



 98 



 99 



 100 



 101 



 102 



 103 



 104 



 105 



 106 

 
  



 107 

Appendix D – Participant Consent Form 
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Appendix E – Participant Debrief Sheet 
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Appendix F – Example of Coding (Participant 9) 

 

Data extract Initial code Subtheme Theme 

“the school didn't actually do what 

they were supposed to do in the 

IDP…” 

IDP not implemented properly Unmet needs and lack of support Mainstream school as a source of distress 

“the classroom was too loud, too 

demanding…” 

Overstimulating classroom 

environment 
Sensory and emotional strain Mainstream school as a source of distress 

“not enough space to take time out” Lack of regulation space Sensory and emotional strain Mainstream school as a source of distress 

“teacher was focused on their own 

targets…” 

Prioritisation of targets over child 

needs 
Unmet needs and lack of support Mainstream school as a source of distress 

“senior staff were rude 

dismissive…” 
Dismissive school staff 

Breakdown in trust with school 

systems 
Mainstream school as a source of distress 

“I felt like no one was on my side…” Parent feeling unsupported 
Breakdown in trust with school 

systems 
Mainstream school as a source of distress 

“Much happier…” Improved wellbeing post-withdrawal Improvements in overall well-being 
Renewed engagement through 

personalised learning 

“slowing the pace… self care or 

regulation tasks” 

Flexible, responsive learning 

approach 

Greater choice and control over 

learning 

Renewed engagement through personalised 

learning 
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Data extract Initial code Subtheme Theme 

“it is stressful… when you don't have 

a break” 
Lack of respite / parental strain Practical and emotional demands 

The practical and emotional demands of 

home education 

“None… LA meeting was more to 

check up…” 
Lack of external support Navigating support 

Navigating support, social connection, and 

future pathways 

“recover from the trauma from going 

to school” 
School-related trauma Deterioration in wellbeing Withdrawal as a protective decision 
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