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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
How do UK Christian home educators feel about their role and Received 7 March 2024
function in wider Christian society? An online survey of Christian Accepted 29 July 2024
home educators (n=462) was analysed thematically and

examined through the Iens_ of a theology.o.f beloqging. Findings Christian home education;
revgalled respondgnts feeling more p05|fc|vely V|.ewed by the community; inclusion;
Christian community than they are by wider society. However, belonging; perceptions;
less than half felt supported by their local church or wider experiences
Christian community. Strong feelings of isolation and judgment

conveyed UK Christian home educators feeling excluded and

misunderstood. The local church and wider Christian community

need to intentionally counter these experiences and improve

inclusion.
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Introduction

| can always tell if a child is home educated because of the way they behave in church -
they're just not used to being with others, and they're really very disruptive to our Sunday
School.

The above is a comment made during informal conversation at a national conference for
Christians working with children and young people. Anecdotal reports and conversations
indicate frequent judgments of this nature in the Christian community, as well as wider
society, regarding home-educating families. This paper therefore explores the experiences
and perceptions of Christian home educators in the UK. The data were collected from 462
Christian home educators via an online survey of both open-ended and closed responses.
The survey was carried out in the summer of 2022, when home educators were expressing
heightened concerns due to the proposed Schools Bill of the British Government. The
Schools Bill was a proposed framework of laws to underpin the government’s ambition
to raise education standards across England, including a register for children who were
not in school. However, there were widespread concerns that the bill would have given
government ministers sweeping and unprecedented powers over how schools and
home-educating families operate. Conversely, some voices expressed that it would have
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been beneficial for home-educating families. This context provided a window of time when
Christian home educators felt compelled to share their experiences and feelings, where pre-
viously they had preferred not to do so and were often suspicious and cautious of taking
part in research. The wider project asked respondents for their opinions about the
Schools Bill and their home education approaches, but this paper explores their experiences
within the UK Christian community, through the lens of a theology of belonging.

Elective home education has increased markedly in the UK in recent years (ADCS 2021),
with research insights alongside this having also become more prevalent (Ray 2017).
However, although many religious families opt to home educate, there is minimal
research on the religious preferences and political affiliations of home-educating
parents (Ray 2017). Nevertheless, Christian home education has become increasingly
common due to changes in the role of religion in the education system of state
schools (Wilhelm and Firmin 2009). Christian education has been said to train for the
Christian way of life (Wolterstorff 1980), and view the educational environment as
being the parent’s first responsibility to their child (Ginty 2022). Yet, there are many
and varied views surrounding religious home educating, such as the notion that it pro-
vides key opportunities for civic conversations across ideological differences (Kunzman
2010) and provides training for how their child can function as a valued member of
society , whilst conversely others insinuate that home educators are distinct, strange,
and somewhat of an oddity of society (Lubienski 2003; Morton 2010). Indeed, Muslim
home educators in the UK have been cited as isolationist and potential radicalisers of
their children (Pattison 2020). Yet minimal research has examined the perceptions and
place of home educators within the Christian community in contemporary times. This
paper aims to contribute insights to that gap since one of the authors is herself a
home-educating parent and has extensive professional knowledge and experience in
the field, and the other author is significantly experienced in the state school
system but works primarily amongst church ministry. This beneficial collaboration
enabled thorough and balanced empirical investigation and analysis of the data collected.

Background
Inclusion and participation in community

Participation pertains to social inclusion and the ability to take part in specific activities in
the society surrounding an individual (Bellamy et al. 2007). The terms ‘diversity’,
‘inclusion’, and ‘belonging’ are often associated with one another but the connections
between the concepts are highly complex (Adejumo 2021), although a sense of inclusion
and belonging is vital for individuals’ sense of well-being (Basok and George 2021).
Swinton (2012) considered these terms with regard to disability, concluding that indi-
cators of difference portray negative perceptions of social and minority groups in a nega-
tivised form. Indeed, he argued that the notion of difference intimates that there are
normal and abnormal human beings. Swinton (2012) makes the point that norms tend
to be consensual as well as statistical, namely decided by the majority. Yet, being included
and enabled to participate is a key human need. McCormick and Barthelemy (2021)
revealed the lack of inclusion often reported by LGBTQ+ individuals due to them
having identities deemed to be invalid by the wider community. Likewise, Basok and
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George (2021) found that perceived lack of inclusion of minority farmers was highly
impactful on their well-being and effectiveness, and Swinton (2012) emphasised the
impact of not truly noticing and listening to the identities, needs, and preferences of
those with disabilities. This may be due to different understandings of the notions of com-
munity and participation (Carey 2011). Tgssebro et al. (2012) argued that implementation
of inclusion is often half-hearted and inconsiderate. Indeed, Wu et al. (2021) found that for
a particularly vulnerable group (refugees), the degree to which they felt at ease to practice
religion significantly impacted their happiness levels; connecting frequently with the
sense of welcome and belonging they felt from their religious community.
Furthermore, belonging connects with the affective dimension of commitment and
may be understood as an expression of the social and emotional attachments forged
by individuals amongst one another and social groups (May 2013; Meyer and Allen
1997). This sense can be strengthened by enabling the rights of an individual to partici-
pate in social, cultural, and material practices which enhance the sense of belonging
(Esses et al. 2010). Conversely, denying rights and participation results in individuals
being less likely to feel included (Fangen, Johansson, and Hammaren 2012). This sense
of emotional attachment, belonging, and relational connection has been found to be
more effective in small, intimate gatherings (Dougherty and Whitehead 2011). This is
interesting to note within the discussion about belonging in the Christian community.
Hawkley, Browne, and Cacioppo (2005) presented three dimensions or degrees of
social connection; intimate connectedness, relational connectedness, and collective con-
nectedness. Humans are deemed to require all three dimensions of these social needs to
be met in order to be socially fulfilled. It is the third realm of collective connectedness
which aligns to church communities, whereby people enjoy a shared sense of purpose
(Cacioppo and Patrick 2008). Such relationships reveal a connectivity that is basic to
humanity (Bennett 1997), and it is key to consider the holistic nature of relationships
rather than merely the space between those relating (Giles, Smythe, and Spence 2012).
Evaluating relationships within the context of a community highlights the inter-connect-
edness of the web of communal relationships co-existing in everyday experiences (Palmer
1997), specifically within interactions amongst the Christian community. It is important
that the embodied ways that individuals are engaging in communities and related to
others are noted to accurately gain insight (Lelievre and Marshall 2015). Indeed, Carey
(2011) alleged that community care is often based on an idealised view of life. To mitigate
this mindset, Coleman (2022) called for organisations to adopt intentional and transfor-
mative inclusion, diversity, belonging, equity, and access to ensure their future readiness.

Christian understanding of community and belonging

Biblical teaching coined the term ‘koinonia’ to represent the need for Christians to inti-
mately know one another as members of the church family (Freeze and Di Tommaso
2015), resonating with the notion of the church being the body of Christ in 1 Corinthians
12. Other New Testament passages such as Galatians 3:28 and 1 Corinthians 7:22 convey
that human beings are all one in Christ Jesus; the ultimate sense of belonging. Flowing
from these passages, Christian community equates to community through and in Jesus
Christ, so that all belong to one another through and in Jesus Christ (Bonhoeffer 2007).
The character, values, and language of Jesus throughout the gospels express inclusivity,
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and the Great Commission implores followers to aim for this model (Howell 2015). Hence,
the collective and relational sense of the church viewed as family promotes and enables
individuals within the church family to grow and thrive together (Hellerman 2009).

Swinton (2012) argued that the notion of inclusion is deeply inadequate for this context
and called for a shift of thinking from inclusion to belonging, incorporating a reframing of
practices from politics to love. He distinguished between merely including somebody, which
does not equate to them feeling that they belong. Acceptance and friendship can some-
times be superficial and tokenistic. However, it has been shown that the ability of an indi-
vidual to depend on church family predicted higher levels of spiritual and emotional well-
being (Freeze and Di Tommaso 2015; Krause 2006). The term koinonia conveys the need for
Christians to intimately know each other as a member of one church family and the New
Testament frequently instructs Christians on how to relate to one another (Freeze and Di
Tommaso 2015). The essence of this is captured in John 13:34, stating: ‘a new command-
ment | give to you, that you love one another; even as | have loved you'. Yet Kaufman
(1981) highlighted the reality that human beings are fallible and consequently some con-
gregations have fallen away from the koinonia ideal and as a result have failed to
provide a safe haven and a secure base to those in need.

Therefore, whilst inclusion is a good start, Swinton (2012) calls for a practical theology
of belonging, reflecting the notion of the body of Christ; a place where one knows that
they belong. Experiences of belonging to the church family were disrupted by matters
of race and class (Sharma 2012). Even so, intimate and meaningful practices and inter-
actions were experienced by many in Sharma’s research. Indicators of such belonging
are that communities feel empty when an individual is not there, since only when
absence stimulates feelings of emptiness it is known that one truly belongs (Swinton
2012). Underpinning this ethos and sense of feeling, Bonhoeffer (2007) encouraged spiri-
tual love rather than self-centred love, enabling individuals to love one another despite
many differences being present (Swinton 2012). With this in mind, Hall (2005) argued
that the task of the church is not world transformation but advancing the Kingdom of
God through small gestures. Such a focus on building healthy relationships within the
church ultimately helps individuals to experience greater well-being, in addition to fulfill-
ing the command to ‘love one another'. It is these perceptions and actions which will now
be examined with reference to examining belonging of home educators within the Chris-
tian community.

Methodology

This project adopted a phenomenological approach to explore the experiences and per-
ceptions of Christian home educators in the UK, uncovering participant’s original experi-
ence without a priori, before later theorising about their experiences (Giles, Smythe, and
Spence 2012). Initial analysis of the data adopted thematic analysis developed by Braun
and Clark (2006), so that initial codes were generated to capture the full expression of par-
ticipant’s experience. These initial codes were then clustered into themes identified in the
data. This enabled a hermeneutic phenomenological understanding of the perceptions
and experiences of respondents. Subsequently, these themes were compared with the
parameters of a theology of belonging (Swinton 2012) in order in examine the percep-
tions of the place of home educators in the Christian community.
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As cited above, we had heard anecdotally that the Schools Bill had elicited considerable
concern amongst Christian home educators, leading to much suspicion and mistrust of
external organisations and authorities. Since the research team were employed by a
state university, there was concern that this may lead to barriers of participation. Upon con-
sulting some organisations who support Christian home-educating families, it was clear that
at the time of investigation Christian home educators were hesitant to speak freely about
their concerns, for fear of how the legislation and home education register may play out. For
this reason, it was deemed that data collection needed to take place anonymously in order
to provide reassurance to participants that their responses would be confidential and anon-
ymous. Hence, data were collected using an online survey to allow anonymity of partici-
pation, although there were many open-ended questions which enabled participants to
share their experiences and perceptions fulsomely. The survey was constructed and disse-
minated in collaboration with some networks of UK Christian home educators, prompted by
their desire to examine the lived experiences of this sector. The online survey was open for a
month and captured 462 responses. Aside from residing in the UK, the demographics of the
participants are unknown as this data were not collected to reassure the respondents of
their anonymity and facilitate their open and honest responses. However, 75% stated
that their faith played a major role in their choice to home-educate, whilst 16% described
it as a minor consideration, and 7% reported that it was no influence and 2% were not sure.

The survey questions prompted participants to provide both a multiple-choice answer
and open-ended response to each of these questions: how do you think Christian home
educators are viewed by wider society?, what has been your experience of relationships
Christian home educators have with the wider Christian community? and what has been
your experience of relationships Christian home educators have with the local church? In
addition, they were asked what support they would like to see from the Christian commu-
nity? The open-ended questions provided an unlimited space for responses, facilitating
very fulsome depictions and expressions to be submitted by participants. This project
was subject to the ethical scrutiny of ANON and particular care was taken to ensure
the anonymity and confidentiality of participants due to the nature of the questions
being asked. The anonymity was deemed very important to reassure participants and
enable them to answer more freely and openly.

Results
Participant perceptions about wider society

Figure 1 shows that 52% of participants perceived that Christian home educators were
viewed negatively by wider society, whilst only 5% felt that they were viewed positively,

Negatively | 237 (52%)
Neutral [ 121 (26.5%)
Notsure [[INNEGEGEG 75 (16.4%)

positively [ 23 (5%

Figure 1. How do you think Christian home educators are viewed by wider society?
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and 43% were unsure or neutral in this regard. Of the open-ended responses, 60% were
negative, with 27% of these participants stating negative feelings such as ‘viewed nega-
tively’, ‘don’t feel welcome’, ‘weirdos’, ‘mocked’, ‘outsiders’, ‘misunderstood’ or ‘judged’,
whilst 11% expressed discriminatory or judgmental views such as ‘hated on’, ‘suspicious’,
‘intolerant’, ‘extremists’, ‘negligent’, ‘radical’ ‘cult’, ‘bigoted’, or ‘fundamentalists’ and 11%
explained comments regarding their approach such as it being viewed as ‘brainwashing’,
‘controlling’, ‘overprotection’, and ‘indoctrinating’. The remainder of these negative
responses were regarding the media or government portrayal of home education as
being ‘negative’, ‘creating misunderstanding’, ‘enforcing political correctness’, ‘contradic-
tory’, and ‘incorrectly represented’. Twenty-four per cent of the open-ended comments
were neutral or unsure, whilst 15% were positive, stating experiences such as ‘interested’,
‘sympathetic’, ‘supportive’, ‘'understanding’, and ‘viewed as more normal since Covid'".

Participant perceptions about the wider Christian community

Figure 2 reveals that 38% of respondents felt that the wider Christian community was sup-
portive of Christian home educators, and 17% felt that it was unsupportive. Alongside
this, 46% were not sure or neutral. Of the open-ended responses, 32% were unsure or
neutral and 33% positive, with a further 5% stating that their experiences and perceptions
were ‘getting better’. Of these positive responses, there were varying degrees of support
with some describing the support as ‘superficial’ and others stating it was ‘extremely sup-
portive’. A small number of these comments expressed feeling ‘respected’, ‘accepted’, and
‘welcomed’, although some indicated that the support wasn’t unanimous commenting
‘mostly supporting’, or ‘largely supporting'.

Thirty per cent of the open-ended responses were negative, with respondents detailing
wrong assumptions such as ‘children being abused’, ‘wrongly educated’, and ‘uninformed'.
Others expressed that they felt ‘unsupported’, ‘misunderstood’, ‘uncomfortable’, judged’,
or ‘threatened’. Some felt isolated from the wider Christian community and others perceived
that the wider Christian community had biased, disapproving, judgmental, suspicious, and
critical views of them, with one participant stating that they had opposing views.

Participant perceptions about the local church

Figure 3 shows that 44% of participants felt that the local church was supportive of Christian
home educators, although 13% felt that it was unsupportive, whilst 44% were unsure or
neutral. Of the open-ended responses, 49% described positive or improved experiences,
with many comments about feeling ‘supported’, ‘accepted’, or ‘positive’. Some said they

supportive | 173 (38%)
Neutral | 172 (37.8%)
Unsupportive _ 76 (16.7%)
Notsure [ 34 7.5%)

Figure 2. What's been your experience of relationships Christian home educators have with the wider
Christian community?
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supportive | 198 (43.7%)
Neutral | 158 (34.9%)
Unsupportive _ 58 (12.8%)
Notsure [ 39 (8.6%)

Figure 3. What's been your experience of relationships Christian home educators have with the local
church?

felt respected and one said that the church allowed them to use the church facilities. Two
stood out as notably positive: ‘people admire it’ and ‘the church are big advocates’. Many of
the positive responses indicated that there had been a recent change, such as ‘my new vicar
is much more supportive’, ‘we moved churches and now feel more supported’, ‘originally
viewed negatively but now are supported’, and ‘more supportive after lockdown’.

Twenty-two per cent of the open-ended responses were negative, and very markedly
so, with comments such as: ‘church is disinterested’, ‘limited interaction’, ‘'no support’,
‘most at church disagree’, ‘they don't understand or approve’, ‘critical’, and ‘there is an
inherent conflict’. Two per cent of the open-ended comments expressed that they
were unsure because either they were not part of a church or they had never had a con-
versation about it, which indicates peripheral engagement with the church community. A
further 22% gave neutral comments such as: ‘mixed responses’, ‘good and bad reactions’,
and ‘it varies by church’.

Support desired from the Christian community

The overwhelmingly most common response (41%) when asked what support they
desired from the Christian community was approval, with comments such as: ‘accep-
tance’, ‘approval’, ‘treated equally’, ‘'understanding’, ‘recognition’, ‘kindness, respect and
compassion’, ‘to embrace home education’, ‘an understanding heart’, and ‘to feel like
home ed is a valid choice’. Many of these responses conveyed strong emotions and a
keen desire for connection, such as: ‘general friendliness’, ‘fellowship’, ‘community and
togetherness’, and ‘provide more of a “village” to support’.

Others (30%) focussed upon the church structures or pastors and called for more activi-
ties, advocacy, facilitating of a group, financial support and many called for theological
teaching on Biblical parenting. Many of these would appreciate using the church’s build-
ing and/or facilities. Many of these respondents expressed a desire for the church to
organise or facilitate gatherings, socials, and meet-ups specifically for home educators,
and one said ‘groups to grow friendships’. The underlying desire in many of these
responses were around the desire for relationship-building opportunities, with other
home educators, but also more widely within the Christian community and beyond.
Some expressed that within this it would be beneficial to ‘pool resources and talents’.

Ten per cent of the respondents simply wanted prayer support, whilst 8% desired their
church to engage in more reflection and critique around schooling and to become
involved politically, particularly to campaign against the proposed Schools Bill. Of the
remaining open-ended responses, 7% said that they did not need any further support
and 4% said that they were unsure or there was ‘nothing specific’.
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Discussion
Overarching themes related to theology of belonging

It is striking to read the responses as the vast majority express very strong emotions sur-
rounding their experiences. Across the board, there are some very marked lived experi-
ences reported by these participants, a significant proportion of which are negative.
The strong language about being perceived as a weirdo, outsider, abuser, radical, or extre-
mist all convey very judgmental attitudes these parents have felt from those outside of
home educating circles, and do not align with the theological implications and embodi-
ment of the ‘body of Christ’ (1 Corinthians 12) or embodied ways of engaging in commu-
nities and related to others (Lelievre and Marshall 2015). Reports of feeling threatened,
mocked, ‘hated on’, or judged all convey a sense of these negative feelings and mindsets
not being hidden or subconscious, but rather attitudes and behaviours which are
expressed openly towards the home educators. These approaches call into question
who sets the parameters on what the norms are and to what extent are these discourses
supported, reinforced, or challenged by the local church and wider Christian community?
Whether subconscious or intentional, establishment of these norms reveals a deep need
for truly noticing and listening to individual’s identities, needs, and preferences within all
parties of a community (Carey 2011; Tessebro et al. 2012). This emphasises the complex
inter-connectedness of communal relationships of this nature as part of everyday experi-
ences (Palmer 1997), and the need for the Christian community to be alert to the disparate
experiences occurring.

Indeed, respondents also include very negative recollections regarding how their par-
enting approaches are perceived, such as being controlling, overprotective, restricting
children’s choices, and brainwashing. Flowing from this, there are significant feelings of
being misunderstood, with the participants keen to explain their viewpoint and approach
to those around them. These discontinuities undermine a theological understanding and
construction of belonging (Swinton 2012). Participants often indicated a sense of disap-
pointment at feeling misunderstood or marginalised by the church, since they state
that they are following Biblical principles by home-educating their children, so express
bafflement that the Christian community do not support them more fully in their
quest. This contrasts greatly with the notion of collective connectedness within church
communities, whereby people enjoy a shared sense of purpose (Cacioppo and Patrick
2008). This disbelief and disappointment seem to stem from feeling that their family’s
approaches to education have biblical origins, and therefore should be understood along-
side those of the same faith convictions due to a presumed match of beliefs and values
related to the Christian faith tradition. Where these home educators therefore feel
affronted due to this lack of understanding, it is resulting in them not feeling a sense
of connection with their faith community, which Bennett (1997) asserts as being a
basic need of humanity. Alongside this, there is distinct disappointment of church
leaders and structures reported, as many felt that they should be incorporating a stronger
sense of the calling and responsibility of Christian parents to be the primary disciplers and
educators of their child. This all leads to participants reporting that they feel marginalised,
and are often engaged with the Christian community only at a superficial level. Hence,
their strong desire to feel approved of, accepted, and welcomed by their local church,
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along the lines of the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12), regardless of the differences
present as encouraged by the apostle Paul in Galatians 3:28.

There are some who say that they feel supported but few of these respondents have
elaborated on the nature of that support, indicating that perhaps it is a feeling or ethos of
support rather than tangible and practical ways. Those who have provided good experi-
ences convey a sense of feeling supported, approved of and even feel the church are
advocate for them. These positive experiences are what many respondents stive for,
based on what they state they would like from the local church. Many express desires
to have relational connection both within and facilitated by the church, to have prayer
support and a sense that the church is a village standing alongside them to support
them in their endeavours as Christian parents. These positive experiences concur with
the notion of Hellerman (2009) that viewing the church as family, in a collective and rela-
tional sense, enables individuals to grow and thrive together. Many of the open-ended
responses contained evidence that positive experiences of feeling connected relationally
within the local church have resulted in participants feeling a sense of wholesome and
healthy flourishing. It is key that these positive vantages and encounters are deeply
rooted and not tokenistic or half-hearted in order to foster a genuine sense of inclusion
and participation (Swinton 2012).

Comparing perceptions of wider society, wider Christian community and local
church

Figures 1, 2, and 3 highlight that participants felt that they were viewed more positively
by the wider Christian community than by wider society in general, and they felt more
supported by the local church than they did by the wider Christian community. The
open-ended responses show the same trend. There are also clear differences in the
nature of the open-ended responses regarding the different sectors. The language
used to explain the nature of negative experiences in wider society is very strongly
emotive and reports extremely negative perceptions, attitudes, and behaviours.
However, the responses regarding wider Christian society less strong and are more
aligned with underlying ethos and assumptions, and the open responses regarding the
local church were further less pronounced, and described feeling superficially involved
and lack of interest. Since this project only investigated from the perspective of home-
educating parents, it is not possible to assess the accuracy of these feelings, namely
what the feelings, attitudes, and behaviours are of the local church, Christian community,
or wider society. However, there is an indication that where personal relations exist
(within the local church), there may be slightly more positive experiences than the
more remote interactions and discourses of wider society. Other research has illuminated
similar experiences of home educators being viewed as distinct, strange, and somewhat
of an oddity of society (Lubienski 2003; Morton 2010). Indeed, in some sectors of society,
there has been a feeling of wider society almost invalidating their identities (McCormick
and Barthelemy 2021). The notion of difference intimates that there are normal and
abnormal human beings (Swinton 2012) makes the point that norms tend to be consen-
sual as well as statistical, namely decided by the majority. It is therefore key for organisa-
tions within the Christian community to adopt intentional and transformative inclusion to
facilitate a sense of genuine belonging (Coleman 2022). Indeed, it appears that the
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stronger sense of relationship felt by being present in the local church rather than merely
connected with wider Christian community or society generally, enables improved under-
standing and inclusion. This may reflect the observation of Swinton (2012), that Christian
communities of belonging are not merely the outcome of political processes, but rather a
reflection of the love of Jesus being an underpinning dimension rather than merely a
degree of justice and inclusion. Therefore, efforts focussed on removing misunderstand-
ings and improving communication within the local church would be highly beneficial,
and may subsequently filter out more widely.

Desires and aspirations of Christian home educators

The support desired by respondents from the Christian community all connected with
approval and acceptance, reinforcing all of the points made above about inclusion and
belonging being a distinct and heart-felt need (Basok and George 2021). Beyond this,
there was a deep desire for 'koinonia’ (Freeze and Di Tommaso 2015) and spiritual
love (Bonhoeffer 2007) amongst the church community. It seemed particularly impor-
tant to the Christian home educators that the Christian community grasped that they
were carrying out this philosophy bases on biblical principles, acknowledging that
parents are primarily responsible for their child’s education and upbringing (Ginty
2022; Wolterstorff 1980). Others expressed other desires, which were primarily prayerful
and practical support, which seem to be secondary issues flowing from the deeper need
for a sense of acceptance and belonging. A greater sense of being able to depend on
their church family may result in higher levels of spiritual and emotional well-being
for these home educators (Freeze and Di Tommaso 2015; Krause 2006). Endeavours
to this end could bring about transformation, which Hall (2005) called for to bring
about healthy relationships within the church and a subsequent greater sense of
well-being.

Limitations and future research opportunities

In order to provide a fuller understanding of this topic, it would have been beneficial to
have carried out a similar study within local churches and the wider Christian community
to ask them about their perceptions of Christian home educators. This would be an inter-
esting area for future work, although care would need to be taken to ensure good ethical
practice since it may raise emotive responses amongst potential respondents which could
be detrimental to their relations with Christian home educators. Furthermore, respon-
dents to an online survey may not always be conscious of their attitudes and behaviour
towards Christian home educators and may express their perceptions more positively
than reality indicates due to the pressure to appear polite when completing the survey.
Nevertheless, this would be an interesting area for future research. Indeed, Ray (2017)
emphasised that more research is needed into the religious preferences and political
affiliations of home educators. Equally, this survey did not capture the lived experiences
and perceptions of children who were home-educated or knew children who were. This
would provide a different perspective and it would be interesting to explore the extent to
which children’s perceptions and behaviours in this regard were similar or different to
those of their parents.
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Conclusion

The lived experiences examined in this paper depict many negative, openly judgmental and
marginalising experiences for these Christian home educators. Reflection is needed on the
norms and identities of communal relationships within the local church, broader Christian
community, and wider society, with an intentional goal of being more inclusive, truly fostering
participation and better reflecting the notion of the ‘body of Christ’, with the Christian religion
aspires to. Misunderstandings, marginalisation, and disappointments mark many of the
experiences reported by Christian home educators, all undermining a genuine sense of
belonging. Increased dialogue between church leaders and indeed the Christian community
generally with home educators would serve to counter these misunderstandings and aid fruit-
ful collaborations and a shared sense of purpose. The positive features reported by some of
the participants could form the basis of recommendations for churches. This is that these
Christian home educators communicated that support for them equates to approval and
acceptance within the church and Christian community, relating to a desire for koinonia
and spiritual love. Some also expressed desire for advocacy. It is clear that relational connec-
tions to underpin this are key, with many also desiring prayer support from their church in
their role as home educators and also a sense of desire for the church to serve as a village
standing alongside them to support them in their endeavours as Christian parents.

As authors involved professionally in these sectors as well as for research purposes, it is
concerning to read of the strong negative experiences and feelings of these Christian home
educators, particularly their sense of not feeling included and ‘approved of’ within the Chris-
tian community. It is clear that dialogue between the two sectors would serve as an excel-
lent starting point to illuminate and address this. Coleman (2022) stated that the disruption
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic had served as an opportunity to move away from the
idea of a ‘new normal’ to a new different, since the notion of a ‘new different’ acknowledges
that the ‘normal’ was often challenging for many. Hence, it is recommended that local
churches and wider Christian society adopt this transformative mindset, and seek to facili-
tate a ‘new different’ which is more genuinely inclusive and enables Christian home educa-
tors to feel a greater sense of belonging as part of Christian community as they continue of
their endeavours of raising their children within the Christian faith.
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