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Educational agents’ demand on family involvement as a key to improve learning achievements raises home 

education model up to the top ranking of learning modalities, meanwhile, educational policies go to great 

pains to overcome school crisis. Family involvement affects children learning as much in the individual aspects 

as in the social participation into a world characterised by diversity. Consequently, a reflexive correspondence 

between individual diversity and social diversity is promoted for the improvement of personal development 

and social family context. In this way, family involvement and diversity are home-school keys to develop 

competencies; specially focussing on the autonomy and personal initiative competency and on the social and 

civic competency, which are included in the official curriculum of the educational system in Spain. Finally, 

we must emphasize the positive effects of service learning on the development of social competency of 

homeschoolers and the effects of technology on the development of autonomy. 

Keywords: home education, parental engagement, family involvement, competency development, social and 

civic competency, social cooperation, service learning 

Introduction 

It seems natural and evident in the field of education that parents’ concern and interest in their 

children’s learning contributes toward better scholastic outcomes. In order to corroborate this, many 

studies have sought to obtain empirical evidence of this fact by studying the different influences that affect 

learning (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003). 

Positive results from these studies have led in turn to the increasing use of programs that stimulate 

school-family cooperation, so that a greater number of children may receive the benefits. The general 

objective of such programs is greater possibilities for establishing collaborative strategies among all 

parties involved in the educational process: students, families, teachers, and school administrators (Bull, 

Brooking, & Campbell, 2008). 

The most successful programs are those that emphasize parental training, offered by the school, to 

prepare them in the use of specific support strategies for their children’s learning (Robinson, Hohepa, & 

Lloyd, 2009). Other programs emphasize training in more basic parenting competencies that affect 

children’s general upbringing, such as social values and parental authority (Bernal, Urpí, Rivas, & Repáraz, 

2011). 
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But differences in parental involvement have been associated with socio-cultural level, with 

economically disadvantaged contexts and with parents’ perceived role in their children’s education and 

schooling (Glasgow & Whitney, 2009). There is less involvement from families with disadvantaged 

socio-economic conditions, who belong to ethnic minorities, and who perceive themselves as disconnected 

from the schooling process of their children. 

On the other hand, the schools that have had the most success in improving academic outcomes are 

those that manage to increase communication and to establish closer contact with families (Desforges & 

Abouchaar, 2003). There is even greater improvement when the students themselves actively participate as 

members involved in these school-home cooperation programs (Brooking & Roberts, 2007).  

However, while the school institution seeks better academic performance from its students through 

family-involvement strategies, another educational modality is on the rise and focuses precisely on high 

parental involvement in their children’s learning and education: homeschooling. 

Research carried out in the United States (U.S.) regarding the academic outcomes of students who 

learn at home show the success of this educational modality through the high scores they obtain on state 

standardized tests,1 higher than the average scores of students enrolled in public and private schools 

(Isenberg, 2007). Rothermel (2012) pointed to other studies that find homeschoolers to be at least equal to 

and in some cases significantly better than their peers at school. In fact, numerous universities admit 

students who come from homeschooling (Bunday, 2013). 

From this, we may infer a certain degree of educational competency in the parents; it would therefore 

be interesting for pedagogical research to look closely not only at the resources and teaching-learning 

strategies that are most used in homeschooling (Lines, 2001), but also at the teaching skills and 

educational competencies that parents develop in order to provide the necessary learning support to their 

children (Belando-Montoro, 2014; Sotés Elizalde, Urpí, & Molinos Tejada, 2012). 

In any case, we may affirm that education affects both the individual aspects of children’s learning 

and their social participation in a diverse world, the latter requiring acquisition of competencies that form 

the basis for responsibility and lifelong learning. 

Competencies as a Basis for Responsibility and Lifelong Learning 

In recent years, the term “competencies” has been incorporated at all levels of educational systems; 

these encompass a combination of factors that, according to the Organization for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD), require a favorable environment in order to be learned. The OECD, after a 

process of studying the values of different countries and cultures, has proposed a framework of key 

competencies, at the heart of which is “the ability of individuals to think for themselves and to take 

responsibility for their learning and for their actions” (OECD, 2005, p. 8). 

For some time now, the European Union has associated key competencies with lifelong learning 

(Commission of the European Communities, 2005; 2006; 2008; European Parliament and Council of the 

European Union, 2006; Valle & Manso, 2013), and in Spain, based on European recommendations, a set 

of basic competencies was established for compulsory education in Organic Law regarding education 

(Head of State, 2006). Each of these competencies has its own content, although they are related to each 
                                                                 
1 In this study, two groups of tests were administered according to the student’s level: the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) 
and the Test of Achievement and Proficency, from Bob Jones University Press Testing and Evaluation Service. 
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other. Basic competencies are those that “young people should have developed by the end of compulsory 

education in order to reach personal achievement, be an active citizen, join adult life and be able to 

develop permanent learning throughout life” (Ministry of Education and Science, 2006; 2007). 

The current Organic Law for the improvement of educational quality (Head of State, 2013), which 

modifies the education law, expresses the following with regard to lifelong learning: Young people should 

be equipped with “basic competencies that are required in today’s society, allowing them to put in practice 

the values that uphold democratic citizenship, common life and social cohesion, that stimulate their desire 

to continue learning and the ability to learn for themselves.” 

Although there are some signs of growing flexibility (Goiria, 2012; Goiria Montoya, 2014), we must 

keep in mind that homeschooling in Spain is not legally recognized for stages of compulsory education, 

thereby, excluding any standardized development of this modality. However, at the pedagogical level, the 

fact that there is a standardized curriculum does not mean that it cannot be learned in some other way, 

where curriculum competencies may be acquired outside of the school setting or more flexibly, combining 

school and other scenarios, such as is happening in other countries. 

Specifically, we observe that learning has a two-fold content, individual and social; this is recognized 

within the curriculum of compulsory education through two basic competencies: the “autonomy and 

personal initiative competency” and the “social and civic competency.” Both of these reflect the possibility 

of applying different types of knowledge in an interrelated manner, and not only accumulating them as 

compartments. In the next two sections, we discuss how development of these two competencies may be 

furthered in students whose education is based on homeschooling. 

The “Autonomy and Personal Initiative Competency” and Homeschooling 

Authors from educational theory stress that one of the aspirations of every human being is to be able 

to act autonomously and responsibly, in other words, to lead oneself toward a full life, using critical 

thought and being aware of what is best for one’s life and for others. 

Education seeks to offer the individual the needed conditions for achieving autonomy and it helps to 

practice behaviors and attitudes that reinforce that autonomy. Along with this, the educator helps learners 

reflect on their action, acquiring the understanding that is needed to prolong the individual’s personal 

maturing process over time, by which progressively higher levels of practical consistency are attained 

(Altarejos & Naval, 2004). 

From the sphere of educational regulation, with basic competencies defined and selected through the 

OECD (2005), the recognition of autonomy as one of three large categories of competencies has ensured 

its inclusion in the educational legislation of different countries. 

In Spain, regulations on curricular minimums for primary and secondary education include this 

competency under the name of “autonomy and personal initiative.” According to Royal Decrees 1513/2006 

and 1631/2006 (Ministry of Education and Science, 2006; 2007), which establish educational minimums 

for primary education and compulsory secondary education, respectively, the autonomy and personal 

initiative competency can be summarized as the ability to “imagine, undertake, develop, and evaluate 

individual or group actions and projects with creativity, confidence, responsibility, and critical thinking.” 

In both international and national contexts, the definition of this competency includes a social 

interpretation that goes beyond purely individual autonomy. The OECD document warns that: 
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... Acting autonomously does not mean functioning in social isolation. On the contrary, it requires an awareness 
of one’s environment, of social dynamics and of the roles one plays and wants to play. ... Individuals must act 
autonomously in order to participate effectively in the development of society and to function well in different 
spheres of life including the workplace, family life and social life. (OECD, 2005, p. 14) 

The Spanish text also states that “this competency requires having social skills for relating to others, 

for cooperation and teamwork” (Ministry of Education and Science, 2006; 2007). 

Given that the concept of competency corresponds to an educational approach based on lifelong 

learning, it may be stated that this competency is developed not only at school, but also through family life 

and through all social contexts that are involved in educating people as active citizens (Rychen & Salganik, 

2003). 

In this sense, the possibilities that homeschooling offers for developing this competency have been 

demonstrated in certain empirical studies and in the evidence of scores obtained on standardized tests in 

some countries. 

There are studies that assess this type of competency in homeschooling (Johnson, 1991; Brabant, 2010) 

through whether the student is able to finish the task by its due date, be responsible for organizing the own 

work schedule, self-assess what knowledge has been acquired, manage personal economy, or take charge 

of multiple household tasks. On the other hand, the primary parental competencies for helping the student 

acquire the autonomy and personal initiative competency include such strategies as drawing out and 

encouraging feelings of self-confidence and personal autonomy, or encouraging, allowing, and showing 

satisfaction and confidence toward behaviors that show autonomy or decision-making (Johnson, 1991). 

It is a fact that, in countries where homeschooling is regulated as a valid educational modality, 

universities that admit homeschooled students report a positive estimation of their autonomy and personal 

initiative competency. This would lead us to understand that, contrary to criticisms that homeschooling 

parents are overprotective, development of the autonomy and personal initiative competency for one’s own 

learning is encouraged when the student enjoys the parents’ support and involvement. At the same time, 

while we may infer that more personalized educational attention is not necessarily accompanied by the 

student’s excessive dependency on the teaching figure, it seems reasonable to think that good academic 

outcomes are supported by the above-mentioned attitudinal competencies in the student, as well as the 

corresponding teaching competencies in the educators. 

Having said that, we make no claims that homeschooling is a more valid educational modality in 

overall terms than schooling at a public or private school. In reality, differences between the 

teaching-learning process of the two situations/environments—school and family home—are so great that 

it is difficult to make comparative measurements between them (Sotés Elizalde et al., 2012). However, we 

gather from observation and analysis of the teaching-learning style that is pursued in these homes, that the 

autonomy and personal initiative competency is being developed positively, that it supports the academic 

outcomes that are achieved, and the social and civic competency is developed within a favorable family 

environment that is integrated in a community—an aspect that we address in the next section. 

Social Participation for a Diverse World, the Social  
and Civic Competency and Homeschooling 

With regard to the social dimension of human beings, authors from educational theory state that we 
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are cultural beings who transform our responses and behavior into valid elements for relating to our 

surroundings, to others, and to ourselves (García Aretio, Ruiz Corbella, & García Blanco, 2010). This was 

not invented by the school, in any case school has contributed to a certain manner of enculturation along 

these lines, especially in the last two centuries when national educational systems have been developed 

and civic education has been a means of inculcating constitutional principles and of establishing the 

political principles of states (Ossembach Sauter, 2011; Sotés Elizalde, 2009). 

In today’s world, school has become a context for socialization and transmission of values through 

curriculum content, whether cross-curricular or subjects specific (Bárcena, Gil, & Jover, 2009). But in the 

information society in which we live, school shares its teaching capacity more and more with elements of 

society, whether unintentionally or in organized fashion, through joint, cooperative programs with 

activities oriented toward greater involvement in our diverse cultural context (Segovia Aguilar, 2011). 

According to Brabant (2006; 2010), there are different perspectives when it comes to participation and 

civic education, both within the school and in homeschooling. 

In Spain’s educational system, curriculum competencies related to social participation revolve 

particularly around the “social and civic competency” established as a basic competency in Organic Law 

legislation for primary and compulsory secondary education, being thus defined: 

5. SOCIAL AND CIVIC COMPETENCY. This competency makes it possible to understand the social reality 
in which one lives, to cooperate, coexist and exercise democratic citizenship in a plural society, as well as become 
involved in its betterment. Integrated within this competency is a variety of knowledge and complex skills that 
enable one to participate, make decisions, choose how to behave in determined situations and be responsible for 
choices and decisions adopted. ... Overall, in order to function socially, the individual must make use of knowledge 
about the evolution and organization of societies and about the traits and values of the democratic system, as well as 
use of moral judgment for making choices and decisions, and for actively, responsibly exercising the rights and 
duties of citizens. (Ministry of Education and Science, 2006; 2007) 

This generic definition entails a number of possibilities related to such social participation, and one 

needs only to read the legislation regarding this competency in compulsory education to infer that there are 

many different activities that lead to its acquisition. 

Based on the foregoing, then, we ask: What elements of homeschooling show that it prepares the 

individual for responsible social participation? First, outside of the purely curricular question, it may be 

noted that many homeschooling families create or maintain associations (Cabo González, 2012; Orozco 

Jabato, Mc Inerney, & Pérez Rodríguez, 2011). Then, they exercise the right to freedom of association, 

one of the exponents of democratic participation when this is understood as something more than merely 

exercising the right to vote. 

On the other hand, according to certain international studies, most homeschooled students combine 

learning at home with extracurricular activities where they relate to a variety of children and families and 

participate in community and volunteer activities (Medlin, 2000; Ray, 2000). These studies confirm that 

they attend formal and informal academic events related to art, sciences, ecology, literature, and other 

events organized by universities, schools, and entities open to the general public (Connecticut Homeschool 

Network, Inc. [CHN], 2012; Walters, 2015). 

There is yet another form of social participation that contributes to development of the social and 

civic competency, which in our estimation is underutilized both at school and in homeschooling. This 
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consists of exploiting the service learning methodology to attain some benefit for the community. This is a 

form of civic education that translates into real contributions, made in the form of projects where students 

themselves participate in their configuration, development, and evaluation (Martínez-Odría, 2007a), while 

at the same time, developing the autonomy and personal initiative competency. 

Service learning has certain defining characteristics in the school context, even though they do not 

always take shape in the same way or with the same intensity. These characteristics are as follows 

(Martínez-Odría, 2007b): 

1. Detecting real needs in the community and act on them; 

2. Opening educational institutions to their social environment; 

3. Encouraging coordination among educational institutions, social organizations, and other elements 

of the community; 

4. Placing special emphasis on curriculum content and working within areas that are structured under 

the curriculum; 

5. Following a type of pedagogy based on experience, active participation, interdisciplinarity, 

teamwork, and the indispensable role of reflection. 

If civic responsibility is linked to a citizen’s engagement with the community, service learning may 

be cited as a factor that promotes civic responsibility in students. From this basis then, we understand this 

methodology to be adaptable and applicable to homeschooling, since families may adopt these principles 

in relation to social participation and apply them within their own content. 

While it is true that most service learning programs have been carried out through school channels, 

the possibilities for homeschooling easily come to mind, if we consider the wide-ranging associativism 

that is linked with these families, through which they engage in service to their community. For these 

reasons, from an open-minded conception of homeschooling, not as a marginal variant of school, but as 

another recognized option within the educational system, one might consider the possibility of involving 

these families in service learning programs or other programs sponsored by local entities or non-profit 

organizations (local governments, associations, or foundations). This might even be accomplished through 

the schools, assuming that they are sufficiently flexible and open to accepting the participation of these 

families in their programs. The idea of flexible schooling encourages better understanding of and visibility 

for the homeschooling modality. 

Scholastic Flexibilization and the Introduction of Information  
and Communications Technologies (ICTs) 

The introduction of ICTs into the world of education is of particular interest to these families who 

choose to have “school at home,” both for learning and for their participation in the educational 

community (Marsh, Carr-Chellman & Sockman, 2009; Walters, 2015). ICTs, and especially the growing 

use of communication networks, may encourage these families’ interaction with the administrators of their 

corresponding schools, parent-teacher associations, local institutions, and civil society organizations, such 

that these pupils may be included as members of the educational community and actively participate in 

global citizenship. 

Along these lines, continuing from Gros and Contreras (2006), Aznar Minguet (2007) analyzed the 

possibilities of ICTs in the development of civic competencies. Although this author did not explicitly 
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refer to the modality of homeschooling, her conclusions were quite suggestive when we think of learning 

on the network as a key strategy for many homeschoolers:  

Use of the new communication networks for promoting civic values, through development of civic 
competencies, would need to be founded on a concept of networked learning through interactive processes of 
participation in cultural practices and in activities shared by social communities or civil society organizations. 
(Aznar Minguet, 2007, p. 347) 

The educational resources that technological advancement has made available, not only to schools but 

also to the student and the family, open up a wide horizon of more flexible pedagogical possibilities that 

are adaptable to every particular case. On one hand, there are virtual classrooms sponsored by private or 

public initiative in the non-formal sphere (academies, museums, libraries, and other institutions), and on 

the other hand, there are virtual classrooms sponsored by the schools themselves in order to support or 

increase knowledge. There is no great leap from these two realities to the cyber charter schools of the U.S., 

or virtual schools in the U.K.. The near future promises an abundance of mixed educational possibilities 

that combine face-to-face and distance education, formal and non-formal education, where individual 

needs may be met and there is attention to the diversity of students and their socio-family context 

(Editorial Projects in Education, 2012). 

Conclusion 

Educational systems in different nations, under the guidance of international recommendations, have 

various resources to ensure that each person’s potentialities are developed, both at the individual and 

social levels. Schools, as the main channel for the established curriculum to produce such a development, 

have placed the emphasis in recent years on competencies that must be attained by students as they pass 

through. 

But, in addition to the school channel, generally very structured and programmed, and prepared to 

serve a certain number of students typically stipulated by law, there is another modality in use, recognized 

in many countries, where teaching usually takes place in the family home or through other means, and 

measurable results are obtained, compatible with standards established for learning at school. 

After discussing two basic competencies that are more directly related to students’ individual and 

social elements, namely, the “autonomy and personal initiative competency” and the “social and civic 

competency,” we may conclude that both can be attained through either traditional school or 

homeschooling. 

There are procedures, content, and activities that, being approached for common objectives, are able 

to develop the two types of competencies, since it is possible to work autonomously in pursuing social 

project initiatives, with community or civic participation purposes. 

The present study has examined pedagogical aspects more than legal, historical, or 

country-comparison issues, which have been addressed in other contexts. In short, the teaching-learning 

process is a universal question that in and of itself allows for many variations regardless of the situation at 

each moment, even though the issues mentioned above affect this process greatly. 

In the knowledge society, where many borders are becoming increasingly blurred, learning must not 

only be guaranteed for the whole population with no exception, but at the same time, be considered in all 

its breadth and diversity. Homeschooling has proven to be one of those possibilities for consideration, as 
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long as it enables the acquisition of the competencies that at any given moment in history are considered to 

be key for the individual and social development of persons. 
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