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Research that focuses on homeschool alumni’s experiences and outcomes remains
sparse. This is especially true for research that centers alumni who cite negative
experiences with homeschooling. As homeschooling continues to grow in
popularity, it is vital to investigate homeschooling’s long-term impact on alumni —
when experiences are positive or negative, so that we learn what works about
homeschooling and what doesn't. In particular, we can learn from young adult
alumni who have recently made the transition from homeschooling to further
education or the workplace.

Our research team is working on several projects in this realm, but academic
research can move very slowly. To get a snapshot of how alumni in our community
experienced transitioning from homeschooling, we conducted a focus group this
June centered on the experiences of emerging adult (ages 18-29) homeschool
alumni. Our specific goal in doing so is to gauge resources that helped, or that
alumni believe would have been helpful, that an organization like ours can assist
with providing.

Our group included 7 participants along with multiple CRHE staff members. Our
conversation focused on transitions to adulthood and included four subtopics: (1)
Perceived Barriers, (2) Support and Resources, (3) Identity Development and Mental
Health, and (4) Reproduction and Sexual Health. While no homeschooling
experience is alike, we found some recurring patterns emerge during our
conversations. Below is a summary of these themes.
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Perceived Barriers

Some participants described barriers as they transitioned from homeschooling into
adulthood, particularly in higher education. These barriers were particularly
prevalent in their transition into higher education settings. Several said that they

struggled to keep up with their peers in math and science, which is consistent with a

large body of research finding that homeschooled students perform lower in math

than peers in school. Math was often described as difficult because their parents did
not understand the material well enough to teach it. Science was cited as a challenge
because participants had been taught from religious textbooks that science

contained inaccurate information, such as teaching evolution.

Participants also described social challenges that continued into adulthood. Multiple
participants said that, upon attending university, they got along better with their
professors than with peers their own age. They attributed this to growing up socially
isolated at home with their parents and having limited opportunities to interact with
other children. Some participants also noted that church was the only social space
they had access to growing up, making social interactions outside that environment
feel awkward. Similarly, participants found group projects at university difficult
since they had never experienced collaborative projects while being homeschooled.
Other challenges included struggling with time management, typing, working

independently, and comprehending instructions from professors.

Support and Resources

The barriers faced by participants during their transition to adulthood frequently led
them to seek out resources. Participants gave feedback on what resources they
found helpful (or unhelpful) while navigating this transition. Experiences with

campus resources, such as academic advisors, were mixed. While some participants


https://crhe.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/hel1Kunzman_Gaither_9_1_2533336_2020-1.pdf
https://crhe.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/hel1Kunzman_Gaither_9_1_2533336_2020-1.pdf
https://crhe.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/hel1Kunzman_Gaither_9_1_2533336_2020-1.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0145213426001961?dgcid=author
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0145213426001961?dgcid=author
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had advisors that were very helpful, others said their advisors provided minimal
support. In contrast, students generally found their professors to be helpful. Some
said that their professors taught them how to write essays and also provided

guidance about life navigation.

Outside of campus resources, participants identified family members outside of
theirimmediate households as valuable resources. For those who grew up in abusive
households, having a trusted extended family member outside of their home
provided some safety and support. Some participants remained in difficult living

situations because they had not yet moved out.

Participants cited books from homeschool alumni (e.g., Tara Westover) as helpful.

Online resources (e.g., YouTube), as well as more interactive online communities
(e.g., Reddit), were also frequently mentioned. Participants overwhelmingly agreed

that online delivery would be the most helpful format for resources.

Identity Development and Mental Health

Themes related to identity development and mental health also surfaced. Multiple
participants described the internet as playing a pivotal role in their identity
development. One participant said they learned their social skills and even picked up
mannerisms from the internet. Participants also felt that growing up isolated from
peers disrupted their identity development. Several said that the lack of media
representation for experiences like their own negatively impacted their mental
health. Participants also noted that media portrayals of homeschooling often focus
on exceptional success, like academically advanced children, which made their

experiences growing up in negative environments more difficult to understand and


https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/550168/educated-by-tara-westover/
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express to others. Social isolation also made it difficult to relate to peers because

they were unfamiliar with popular cultural references.

In particular, themes related to LGBTQ+ identity development were prevalent in the
discussion. Several LGBTQ+ participants who grew up in unaccepting homes
described the experience as confusing and isolating. This reflects findings from a
study analyzing alumni feedback in a large survey that found LGBTQ alumni

reported negative mental health outcomes at high rates.

Participants also reflected on how homeschooling impacted other aspects of their
lives. One participant said they witnessed mental health emergencies at a young age,
which helped them learn how to handle crisis situations but was also traumatic.
Some participants said that they pursued career fields that would help them better

understand their homeschooling parents and religious upbringing.

Health Outcomes

Homeschooling parents report vaccinating their children at lower rates than

parents who enroll their children in public or private school. Some participants said
their parents had anti-vaccine ideologies and, as a result, the participants were
never vaccinated. Others said they received childhood vaccines but had parents who
were opposed to the Covid-19 vaccine. Despite stereotypes about homeschoolers
being anti-vax across this board, this is not true of all participants’ experiences.
Multiple participants did not report any difficulties obtaining vaccines and one
participant, who was homeschooled and then attended public school, was required

to be vaccinated upon school enrollment.


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/19361653.2019.1700404
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/19361653.2019.1700404
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0033350624000490
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New research suggests that homeschool alumni, particularly those who were

religiously homeschooled, may have had reduced access to comprehensive sex
education and sexual and reproductive health resources while homeschooled. In our
focus group, we asked participants about their experiences in this realm. Most
participants felt like they had received minimal sexual health education during their
homeschooling, and the instruction they did receive was often not scientifically
accurate. Some participants who were socialized as girls said that their sexual health
education focused on how to prevent men from sexually assaulting them rather
than providing information about sexual health involving consensual relationships.
Participants who did receive sex education said that it focused exclusively on
heterosexual relationships, and several wished that the education they had received

were more inclusive and affirming of their LGBTQ+ identities.

CONCLUSION

Though it was small, and it is not a research project that we can generalize our
findings from, this focus group pointed to some crucial trends that alumni have
been openly discussing since the first generation of homeschoolers grew up in the
2010s. When homeschooling doesn't go well, the effects of social isolation and

educational neglect can take substantial work to overcome. Most states do not do

anything to curb against the worst outcomes that can happen in dysfunctional or
abusive homeschooling environments, and few do enough to ensure families have
access to resources they need to succeed. This means that not all homeschooled
children are guaranteed the right to a good education in a safe home. As more
homeschool alumni grow up, we are learning more about the human impact of these

shortcomings and how urgent policy reform is.


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13178-026-01351-4
https://crhe.org/research/current-policy/
https://crhe.org/research/current-policy/

