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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
United States homeschooling participation increased dramati- Homeschool; home
cally during the disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic. education; participation
Education scholars theorized that homeschool participation data; pandemic
would recede along with pandemic disruptions. This study

examines whether that theory proved true. | use longitudinal

annual state-reported homeschool participation counts supple-

mented with other data in states and years where state data is

not publicly available. | find a small and brief decline in home-

school participation one- and two-years post-pandemic.

However, the majority of states for which data are available

report increased homeschool participation three years after

the pandemic height. Within this growth, | will discuss three

interesting trends.

Introduction

While United States homeschooling slowly grew for decades (Bielick, 2008;
Bielick et al., 2001; Princiotta & Bielick, 2006; Watson, 2018) despite opposi-
tion (Bartholet, 2020; Wolf et al., 2020), participation increased dramatically
during the disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic (Eggleston & Fields, 2021;;
Watson, 2023a). Education scholars and policy experts theorized that home-
school participation would recede along with pandemic disruptions. This
study examines whether, at several years post-pandemic, that theory proved
true. Specifically, did homeschool participation decline in the years following
the pandemic? If so, when, where, and why (or why not)?

I use longitudinal annual state reported homeschool participation counts
supplemented with other data in a few states and years where state data is not
otherwise publicly available. I find that while there was a small and brief
decline in homeschool participation in most states one- and two-years post-
pandemic, the majority of states for which data are available report an increase
in homeschooled participation three years after the pandemic height. Within
this growth, I will discuss three interesting trends. Further, the growth in
homeschooling has occurred alongside declining enrollment in public schools
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making it all the more remarkable. I conclude with a discussion of the results
and offer potential reasons for the most recent growth trends.

Review of the literature
Brief history of homeschooling

The most common form of education in the 1700s and 1800s (Gaither, 2017),
homeschooling was later outlawed throughout most of the country (Dumas
et al., 2010). Then in the 1970s, 80s and 90s, alongside desegregation efforts
and the removal of prayer from schools (Gaither, 2018), homeschooling was
legalized in most states and began to grow (Bielick et al., 2001). By the early
2000s homeschooling was allowed in some form in all states. During this time,
average homeschool participation was between 2% and 3% of the U.S. K-12
population (Bielick, 2008; Bielick et al., 2001; Princiotta & Bielick, 2006;
Redford et al., 2017). Slow and steady growth continued until around 2012
(Redford et al., 2017) when growth stalled and then declined in 2016 and 2019
(Hudson et al., 2023; McQuiggan et al., 2017; Watson et al., 2018). See
Figure 1, based on total participation percentages from the National
Household Education Surveys over time that depicts the total estimated
percentage of homeschoolers in the U.S. population enter the COVID-19
pandemic.

Pandemic growth

As traditional brick-and-mortar schools closed across the country in the
spring of 2020, most families were schooling from home (NCES, n.d.). By
the next fall, with most schools still closed, families with means began to create
their own “pandemic pods” or learning pods that consisted of a few families

1999 2003 2007 2012 2016 2019

Figure 1. NHES average national homeschool population.
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banding together to create small learning environments for their children
(Watson, 2020). During this time, homeschooling in name and practice'
increased dramatically (Eggleston & Fields, 2021).

Homeschooling growth was common knowledge, as news stories frequently
reported on homeschooling, microschools, and pandemic pods (Horn, 2020;
Jamison et al., 2023). Also common was the assumption that as the pandemic
abated and the disruptions waned, students would return to traditional schools
as normal.

However, as the months and years passed, that assumption did not fully
become a reality. Traditional schools saw pervasive decreases in enrollment
following the pandemic (Dee, 2023). Reasons proposed for these declines
ranged from miscounted and lost students (Dee, 2023), declining birth rates
(US Census Bureau, 2021), and the expansion of school choice (Wang et al.,
2019). While homeschooling was sometimes mentioned, it was generally not
thought to be a primary driving factor (Dee, 2023). Nevertheless, as reports of
traditional school enrollment decreases became common, so did reports of
homeschooling increases.

Indeed by 2021, the U.S. Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey (Pulse),
first administered during the height of the pandemic, captured self-reported
homeschool participation rates of 11% (Smith & Watson, 2024a; US Census
Bureau, 2021). There was some criticism that these counts were inflated by
a misunderstanding of the question regarding mode of schooling and what
actually counted as “homeschooling” in the pandemic school closure context
(US Census Bureau, 2021). Whatever the case, the percentage reported by the
original Pulse accurately reflects those who reported that they thought they
were homeschooling. This distinction is important because whether they were
actually “homeschooling” according to some preferred definition, people self-
identified as homeschoolers at record numbers. In later phases of the Pulse
survey the question regarding the mode of education was changed to more
specifically represent actual homeschool participation (Smith & Watson,
2024a).

As of the 2022-23 school year, nearly 6% of all K-12 students in America
were homeschooled, compared to an estimated 2.8% before the pandemic
(Smith & Watson, 2024b). For comparison, private school students repre-
sented around 9% of the total school-aged population, and charter school
students represented 7%. By 2023-24, several years after the beginning of the
pandemic, that percentage held at 6% (Smith & Watson, 2024b; Smith &
Watson, 2024a).

These outcomes defied predictions that newly homeschooled students
would return en masse to traditional schools post-pandemic. Again, whether
these are all “true” homeschoolers by the strictest definition® is somewhat
irrelevant. These people identify as or are legally counted as homeschoolers.
Additionally, this percentage captures homeschool participation at a single
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point in time - those who identify as homeschooling at the time of the surveys.
It does not capture the complete magnitude of the influence of homeschooling
on the education system. For example, new work indicates that large percen-
tages of homeschooled students move in and out of education sectors (Cheng,
2024). This means that millions and millions of American families likely
homeschool a child at some time thus expanding the impact and broadening
our understanding of homeschooling in the larger education landscape.

However, the discussion above revolves around estimates of homeschool
participation gathered from nationally representative survey samples of the
American population. These samples can be biased for reasons including small
sample size as relatively few homeschooled people actually answer the survey,
and self-selection bias as those who do answer the survey on behalf of home-
schoolers may be different than those who do not answer the survey, thus
skewing results (Henke et al., 2000). So, while these surveys provide much-
needed information, they may not tell the whole story about homeschooling
trends.

Luckily, another source of homeschool participation data exists. Currently,
30 states collect and publicly report information on homeschool participation.
A few other states collect but do not report data, and several states do not
collect homeschool participation data and therefore cannot report what they
do not have. All in all, about 20 states do not report annual homeschool
participation (Watson, 2023a,2024).

This study examines existing longitudinal state-reported homeschool parti-
cipation to better understand trends in post-pandemic homeschooling. While
the conversation around homeschool policy usually revolves around national
tindings, this study also considers nuance across and within states for a deeper
consideration of what is occurring and where. Finally, this study offers some
thought on the “why” of these trends and highlights the need for more
information to better inform understanding and, ultimately, policy regarding
homeschool participation in America.

Data and methods

In this study, I use longitudinal annual homeschool participation data col-
lected from state departments of education and housed at the Johns Hopkins
Homeschool Hub (Watson, 2023a,). While this dataset contains all available
information on homeschooling reported by states for over 20 years, this study
only includes states that have data for the years under examination.
Specifically, I must have at least two years of consecutive data for the years
under study for a state to be included. Thus, some states are included in some
years and drop out of the analysis in others.

The Hub data contain information from 26 to 30 states for most years under
examination here. In some years there are an additional four states. The data
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reported for these states were collected by researchers for the Washington Post
homeschooling series published in 2023 (Jamison et al., 2023). These addi-
tional states do not otherwise report annual homeschool participation, so
continued data reporting was not feasible for this study. However, I leverage
these data for the available years as they provide valuable information on states
where little else is known about homeschool participation. See Figure 2 for
states used in this analysis. Note that some states only have data available for
some years.

In order to compare post-pandemic participation to that before the pan-
demic I use the 2019-20 academic year as the pre-pandemic baseline. While
the pandemic began in the late winter of 2019, it did not impact the U.S. and
certainly not the school system until the late spring of 2020. To be counted as
a homeschooler in the 2019-20 academic year, parents would have to remove
their children from the public or private setting and report them as home-
schooled. During the chaos of Spring 2020, it is unlikely that parents would
have taken steps to officially switch to homeschooling in what remained of the
spring semester. Some may argue that 2018-19 could offer a better compar-
ison, as some state counts may have been impacted by the pandemic disrup-
tions in the spring of 2020. This is a valid concern. Most states report the
annual homeschooled student count in the fall of the academic year, but some
states continue to count throughout the year. Therefore, the baseline partici-
pation counts from 2019 to 2020 in this analysis may be inflated. To whatever
degree that happened, it means that the difference between pre- and post-

Figure 2. Map of included states.
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pandemic participation would be larger, not smaller, meaning that home-
schooling may have grown more than is reflected here. Thus, these estimates
would serve as lower-bound estimates of reported growth. Having collected
and worked with these data, I made the informed decision to use 2019-20 as
the baseline year but acknowledge that it is a fuzzy line between pre- and post-
pandemic eras.

These data have several additional limitations. First, they do not include
nearly half the states. Therefore, they reveal little about homeschool participa-
tion in those missing states. Further, the data are only as accurate as what the
state collects and reports, and the findings based on these data are similarly
limited. I do not adjust or otherwise clean the state-reported data and accept it
as reported by the states. While there is likely wide variation in the accuracy of
the data, I accept these limitations because other data sources have similar
limitations and the benefits from findings based on these data, however
flawed, far outweigh any drawbacks.

Finally, while many states require families to report their homeschooled
students, it is unclear how many families choose not to report. Alternatively,
there is no reason for a family to report that they are homeschooling a child
who actually attends a traditional school. Therefore, these data represent state-
reported homeschool participation and are understood to be a lower bound
count of actual homeschool participation within a state.

Findings

Usually, discussions of homeschool participation occur at the national level.
However, this view may be too reductive as homeschool policy is set at the
state-level and there is great variation in policies likely to impact participation
and reporting within states. Similarly, small changes in participation in states
with large homeschool populations can overshadow large participation
changes in small states. For example, North Carolina has a hundred thousand
homeschooled students while several other states with small populations have
a couple of thousand. Therefore, without examining state level trends, national
trends could be driven by changes in a few large states and may mask
important nuances that limit understanding of current trends. This study,
then, focuses on state-level analysis for a more refined view of American
homeschooling.

In order to orient this study in the historical homeschool participation
context, I first examine growth across states for which annual data are avail-
able. Simply calculating the percentage growth and number of states with
growth year over year reveals homeschool participation trends prior to the
pandemic. Table 1 offers a comparison of homeschool participation growth
over the prior year. For example, in the 2010-11 academic year, there was an
eleven thousand student or 2.8% increase in homeschool participation over
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Table 1. Comparisons of homeschool participation in the prior year.

Academic year Total states Total increase Growth states # Growth states %
2010-11 26 11,578 18 69%
2011-12 27 1,942 13 48%
2012-13 28 20,653 22 79%
2013-14 26 29,847 25 96%
2014-15 27 32,479 23 85%
2015-16 28 24,635 20 71%
2016-17 28 18,758 22 79%
2017-18 29 16,264 20 70%
2018-19 33 37,695 27 82%
2019-20 33 47,956 25 76%
2020-21 34 313,783 34 100%
2021-22 34 —-33,156 10 29%
2022-23 30 —65,415 5 17%
2023-24 20 21,294 18 90%

the prior year. Additionally, 18 of 26 states with data showed growth in
homeschool participation or 69% of all states with data.

Similarly, 2013 was a strong growth (7.5%) year for homeschooling with
96% of states showing growth over the prior year. In reviewing Table 1, it is
also worth noting that homeschool participation in this sample of states
experienced a 6.5% increase in 2019-20, the baseline year for this study.
That large growth could indicate that some of the pandemic participation
increases are included in that year. However, there are similar and even larger
increases in the 2013-14 and 2014-15 academic years, so these may be normal
fluctuations.

Figure 3 depicts average homeschool growth over the prior year across all
states in the sample for a given year. Note that the number of states included
changes over time as shown in Table 1. While this is not an ideal analysis, I use
this strategy to include as much information on as many states as possible and
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Figure 3. Average increase in homeschool growth over prior year.
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Table 2. Comparison to homeschool participation before the pandemic, 2019-20.

Academic year Total states Net increase Net increase % Growth states # Growth States %
2020-21 34 313,783 39 34 100%
2021-22 34 280,627 35 34 100%
2022-23 30 168,144 23 29 97%
2023-24 20 94,728 22 18 95%*

compare the average percent increase across years despite the change in the
states and number of states included across years.

In general, since 2010, homeschooling has increased by around two to
seven percent a year. Homeschool participation increased by 39% in the
2020-21 school year, declined by 3% in 2021-22 and another 7% in
2022-23. However, the available data indicate that the decline trend reversed
in the 20,223-24 school year, increasing by 4% over the prior year.

However, the methods used above show changes from year to year but not
overall persistence. In this study, I am also interested in the degree to which
homeschool growth during the pandemic persisted. For this analysis,
I compare the baseline state reported homeschool participation counts in the
2019-20 academic year to those for each year going forward. The outcome is
the average net increase that has persisted over time since the pandemic.

For example, as shown in Table 2, there was a 39% increase in home-
school participation across 34 states for which data are available from 2019
to 2020 (before the pandemic) to 2020-21 and all 34 states reported
growth. This represents the peak of pandemic increases in homeschool
participation.

In 2021-22 there was a net 35% increase in homeschooling since the
beginning of the pandemic, meaning that homeschool participation declined
slightly one year after the pandemic highs. This declining trend continued the
next year. In 2022-23> the net gain in homeschooling went from 39% at the
height of the pandemic to 23%. Then in 2023-24, there was a one percentage
point further decline in net homeschool participation. Despite these declines,
most states in the sample report net increased participation, meaning that
despite declining participation, nearly all states had higher homeschool parti-
cipation at several years post pandemic than they did prior to the pandemic.
Only Maryland and New Hampshire had lower participation in 2023-24 than
in 2019-20. This finding shows that one or two states are not driving this trend.

Further, nearly all states in 2023-24 also show an increase in homeschool
participation over the prior year. When comparing homeschool participation
between 2022-23 and 2023-24 I find increases in 18 of the 20 states with
available data.* Of the two states reporting declining homeschool enrollment,
Vermont, and New Hampshire, one is questionable. While homeschool parti-
cipation in New Hampshire has declined, that decline correlates with the
passing of a universal education savings account (ESA) program in that
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state. Homeschooled students are eligible for benefits from the ESA however,
those who take the benefits are no longer legally counted as homeschooled
students. Therefore, the apparent decline is most likely related to gradual
increases in ESA adoption by homeschool families and not a true decline in
homeschool participation. It is important to note that data from unreported
states could change overall findings.

Finally, while the national estimated rate of homeschool growth is
around 2%, these data show a much higher rate of growth. Averaging
the pre-pandemic growth from this sample of states from Table 1, I get
an average pre-pandemic rate of growth of about 4%. Assuming that
homeschool participation would have continued to grow at around 4%
a year on average, and discounting the pre-pandemic NHES evidence of
stalled and even receding participation from 2012 to 2019 (Hudson
et al.,, 2019;McQuiggan et al., 2017), and the evidence of declining births
and enrollment (Dee, 2023), I project the most optimistic expected
average annual growth over the post-pandemic years in Figure 4.
I then plot the actual growth reported in this study.

Figure 4 shows 16% growth over four years as the expected growth
over that period of time for this sample of states. Next, I plot the actual
net growth since the pandemic of 22% during the same years. At the
very least, homeschool participation is 6% over where it might have
been if we assumed 4% growth per year and no impact from other
declining trends.

While this analysis presents evidence of the persistence of pandemic home-
school growth there is also evidence of growth when viewed at the state level.
Those data illustrate three types of participation patterns.
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Figure 4. Projected versus actual homeschool growth.
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Continuous growth

First, three states report continuous growth in the 2023-24 school year, mean-
ing that homeschool numbers increased, before, during, and after the pan-
demic. In Figure 5, the data from South Dakota (Watson, 2024) illustrate
a clear view of this trend, similar to other states with the same trend including
South Carolina and Louisiana. This trend is remarkable in that the pandemic
disruption does not appear to have strongly influenced homeschool participa-
tion in these states as it did in most others.

Rebounding growth

The most common growth trend is that of a post-pandemic regrowth or what
I call rebounding’ growth, meaning that these states saw large increases in
homeschool participation during the pandemic, followed by a post-pandemic
decline in that growth. However, in the 2023-24 academic year, homeschool
participation suddenly started to increase again. Figure 6 , shows this trend in
Colorado (Watson, 2024). Of the 20 states reporting 2023-24 homeschool
participation data at the time of this study, 15 states reported rebounding
growth. Further, North Dakota is both a rebounding state and the only non-
continuous growth state to report its highest-ever number of homeschoolers
in 2023-24.

This time, increases are not due to the pandemic or associated disruptions
to the traditional education system. While the reason for the rebounding
growth is unknown, it is worth noting that there was similar growth in
homeschooling in 2013, at the end of the recovery from the Great Recession.
It is possible that this regrowth signals the end of the pandemic recovery and
a reset to a new normal for homeschool participation. More years of data will
provide additional evidence.

Declining participation

The final trend, in Figures 7 and 8, is that of declining growth. Of the 20 states
with 2023-24 homeschool participation data, only two show any evidence of
declining growth. The first is New Hampshire. However, as discussed earlier,
the decline is most likely due to changes in how homeschooled students who
use the ESA benefit are counted. This trend correlates with both the progres-
sive uptake of the new ESA, and expected post-pandemic declines . More data
are needed to better understand trends in this state.

The only other state with evidence of a decline in homeschool participation
is Vermont. It is worth noting that any decline in this state is small, at 299
students, and about 8.5% over the prior year.
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Figure 5. Continuous growth trend in South Dakota.
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Figure 6. Rebounding trend in Colorado.

For a better understanding of these trends, I plot them on a map of the
U.S. in Figure 9. Green states report 2023-24 increases in homeschool
participation over the prior year while red states report declines. Yellow
states are states where expected data has not yet been reported for
2023-24, while white states do not report annual homeschool participa-

tion data.
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Figure 7. Declining trend in New Hampshire.
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Figure 8. Declining trend in Vermont.
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Figure 9. Map of growth states in 2023-24.

Blind spots

Finally, I must acknowledge the blind spots in our knowledge and what trends
we might observe if the data for missing states were available. Several states
like Oklahoma and Texas do not collect data on homeschool participation and
therefore do not report annual participation counts. In these states, the reason
there is no data is because there is no requirement that parents report home-
school participation. This means that the potential barriers to participation are
very low, in which case, it stands to reason that participation in these states is
likely to be high. A few other states do collect information on homeschool
participation, and may even have strict regulation of the practice, but they do
not publicly report those data. New York and California are two examples
(Watson, 2023a). In these states, it is likely that homeschool participation is
either low or driven underground by the regulatory burden placed on parents.
These non-reporting states, then, likely represent both the highs and lows in
homeschool participation, depending on context.

Why

Finally, I turn to the “why” of these findings. I only consider the pervasive and
persistent increases, because where there was a decline I assume, as others did
during the pandemic, that what goes up must come down. I will also admit
that I do not know why there were increases in nearly all states in this sample
in 2023-24, but I offer some thoughts.
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Historically, Van Galen characterized homeschoolers as motivated by aca-
demic and moral/religious ideologies (Van Galen, 1988). Over time, though,
ideology has become a backseat driver - still vocal but not in control. Instead,
even before the pandemic, safety has risen as the primary concern that parents
report as a motivation for homeschooling (Lubienski et al., 2013). This prag-
matic shift is particularly evident in most recent reports about parental
motivation (NCES, 2024) and evidence of the move away from ideological
motivation is becoming more apparent (Cheng, 2024). So, I do not believe
ideology drives recent increases, on average.

Some propose that the recent increase in homeschooling is due to parents’
increased awareness of the supposed failures of the traditional education
system during the pandemic. While this may be true of the early pandemic
homeschool growth, it seems unlikely that 2023-24 growth, most of which was
rebounding, could be attributed to pandemic-related loss of confidence. The
new rebounding trend must be due to something else.

Something that did change around 2022-23, when parents were making
decisions for the coming school year, was the school choice landscape.
During and just after the pandemic there was a vast increase in the number
of states proposing and passing a variety of school choice programs, some
of which provided funding to homeschooled students. Recall the earlier
discussion of New Hampshire. While this change could account for some of
the growth it is actually more likely to cause a decrease in the number of
students counted as homeschooled in many of those states for reasons
similar to the context in New Hampshire. Often these homeschooled
students are legally no longer counted as such, thus potentially increasing
the number of those involved in the practice of homeschooling but decreas-
ing the number legally accounted and reported as homeschooled.

While homeschooling has clearly increased in most states since the pan-
demic, defying predictions and surprising experts, this increase is not unpre-
cedented. Indeed, there was a similar rebounding increase in homeschooling
just at the end of the Great Recession in 2012. Therefore, the growth observed
in the 2013-14 and 2014-15 academic years could be a result of the recovery
from the economic shock of the Great Recession. Refer to Table 1 and Figure 3
for details. Similarly, the rebounding growth observed in homeschool partici-
pation in 2023-24 could be a result of the recovery from the economic and
social disturbances of the pandemic, indicating a rest to a new normal.

Perhaps, the rebounding trend observed in 2023 signals the end of the
pandemic and post-pandemic decline in participation, and now homeschool-
ing is once again on the rise.
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Conclusion

Homeschooling grew rapidly during the pandemic disruption to the tradi-
tional education system. As presented here, the net growth has decreased since
the height of the pandemic but is still above pre-pandemic levels. Further, in
the most recent academic year of 2023-24,there is a clear pattern of regrowth
which cannot be attributed to the pandemic. If this is a reset to the new
normal, then that normal includes the continued growth of homeschool.
Remarkably, this growth has occurred alongside declining district enrollment.

While the state-level lens is necessary to inform an accurate understand-
ing of American homeschool participation, I would further advocate for an
even more detailed analysis. Within states, there is great variation in home-
schooling. Arkansas, for example, is a high-homeschool state with about 6%
of the state’s K-12 population currently homeschooled (Watson, 2023b).
However, that average masks high participation in some areas that see as
many as 20% homeschooled students. Similarly, North Carolina, with some
of the highest homeschool participation (8%) in the country, reports that
those concentrations occur in rural areas (Watson, 2023a). More detailed
analysis informs a more detailed understanding of homeschooling and
policies that best serve the needs of all students, including those
homeschooled.

Future work

Future work should attempt to collect available data from states that collect
but do not report homeschool participation. In some cases, this will require
going from district to district within a state or even school to school. However,
the information on new states would be worth the effort. Analysis should
include state and local examinations of available data, some of which include
information on student age or grade, gender, and locale.

Finally, closely tracking the trends in homeschool participation over the
next decade will be important and will also require a nuanced and expanding
understanding of who exactly is counted and what form of education they are
practicing.

Notes

1. In many cases, students in microschools and other homeschool adjacent models are
legally counted as homeschooled, depending on the state and many other variables. In
this case, “homeschool’ counts reported by states may include students homeschool in
practice (parent-led instruction at home) as well as those doing something much more
similar to traditional schooling. In fact, recent work in this volume indicates that this is
much more prevalent than many think (Cheng & Watson, 2024).
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2. The strictest definition of homeschooling is that of a parent-directed education of that
family’s children in the home. However, there is a spectrum of homeschool participation
that includes co-ops, hybrid schools, microschools, and other arrangements that may not
fit well into strict definitions of homeschool practice. Further, what legally counts as
homeschooling under state or local laws varies widely from state to state (Watson, 2023a).

3. The Washington Post states fell out of the sample in this year.

4. Atthe time of writing, 10 states expected to report annual homeschool participation data
had not yet reported for the 23-24 school year.
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