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Abstract

The growing prevalence of home education necessitates exploration of parental involve-
ment outside traditional schooling environments. This paper conceptualises parental
involvement within home education decision-making. Core elements of decision making,
including Choices, Contexts, Challenges and Changes, are integrated with Bronfenbren-
ner’s bioecological systems theory to create the 4Cs model of parental decision-making in
home education. The 4Cs model is developed from integrating findings from the literature
with previous empirical work on how parents make and explain decisions in home educa-
tion. The present paper uses this model to organise and explain parental decision-making
in a structured way. Building on critiques of school-centric parental involvement models,
the 4Cs model steps away from assumptions that position parents as passive participants in
schools” agendas to instead illustrate parents’ active collaboration and involvement in their
children’s education. The paper goes on to use the 4Cs model to help reframe Epstein’s
typology of parental involvement to bridge home education research and broader scholar-
ship on parental involvement. It provides a structured lens to analyse the decision-making
processes that underpin why families choose home education and how it is enacted in
practice. Central to this framework is the concept of parental agency, which is decoupled
from school-based imperatives and positioned as the driving force in constructing tailored
learning environments. This theorisation offers a critical lens for examining how parents
navigate educational trade-offs, socioecological constraints, and adaptive strategies. We
reframe parental involvement as deliberative, context-responsive praxis, creating potential
for the 4Cs framework to act as a transferable model for analysing agency-driven parental
engagement across diverse educational settings.

Keywords: parent involvement; home schooling; bioecological systems theory; decision
making; educational practices

1. Introduction

The growing prevalence of home education necessitates exploration of parental in-
volvement outside traditional schooling environments. This paper responds directly to
critiques of dominant, school-centric models of parental involvement (e.g., Bond et al,,
2025; Goodall, 2017, 2022), which often position parents as passive agents of institutional
agendas. This paper foregrounds Choices, Contexts, Challenges and Changes as core
elements of parental decision-making in and for home education. These elements are
organised together with Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner
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& Morris, 2006) to create the 4Cs model of parental decision-making in home education.
The 4Cs model presented here builds on Cheung’s (2024) empirical work, a qualitative
doctoral study based on in-depth interviews with home-educating families in Hong Kong
during the early years of children. While this paper does not have the space to revisit
the empirical study in detail, it uses Author’s findings, along with relevant literature on
parental involvement, to organize and develop the 4Cs model of decision-making and
highlight its applicability to a broader population and different contexts. The model has
two primary aims: firstly, to conceptualise the dynamic decision-making processes that lead
families to choose home education over schooling; and secondly, to analyse the practices of
parental support for learning within the home education environment. The paper goes on
to use the 4Cs model to help reframe Epstein’s (1995) typology of parental involvement to
bridge home education research and broader scholarship on parental involvement. Con-
sequently, this paper invests in and broadens the conceptual understanding of parental
involvement, reframing it not solely as a school-prescribed activity, but as a deliberative
and context-responsive praxis that is central to the enterprise of home education.

Home education, also termed home schooling, is fundamentally defined as “the prac-
tice of educating children at home rather than sending them to school, usually by parents”
(Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). However, a more nuanced understanding positions it as
“an alternative education option actively chosen by parents, wherein they take on the
responsibility of educating their children instead of sending them to school at any age”
(Ahi & Sengil-Akar, 2021). Crucially, it is defined as an educational choice by parents,
rather than merely the physical location where learning occurs (Forlin & Chambers, 2024)
or a consequence of school closures, such as during COVID-19. Home education is charac-
terised by its individualised and child-focused nature, encompassing a diverse spectrum
of pedagogical approaches, from highly structured, school-like instruction to informal,
child-directed learning (Forlin & Chambers, 2024).

The development of home education is intrinsically linked to the history of formal
schooling. Historically, education was primarily a domestic activity (Ray, 2021). The Indus-
trial Revolution and the subsequent rise of state-funded, compulsory education systems
shifted this responsibility from the family to institutional settings, effectively marginalising
home-based education for over a century (Ray, 2025). Its modern re-emergence, particularly
in countries like the US and UK from the late 20th century onwards, represents a significant
societal movement where parents are reclaiming educational authority. Home education is
a legal choice under educational regulations in the US and the UK, where the majority of
the home-educating population and research on the topic are located. This movement has
gained global momentum since 2000, and research on home education has since developed
in many countries across Europe, South Africa, and Asia (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020). How-
ever, opportunities for home education remain restricted, or even illegal, in some nations
(Germany and China, for example) due to state priorities concerning social cohesion and
children’s rights (Forlin & Chambers, 2024).

To fully understand home education, it must be situated within the broader conceptual
triad of learning, education, and schooling. Learning is the lifelong process of acquiring
knowledge and skills. Education is the deliberate, transformative pursuit of human devel-
opment, encompassing a vast range of formal and informal experiences (Goodall, 2017,
2022). Schooling is a specific institutionalised subset of education, characterised by struc-
tured curricula, certified teachers, and standardised assessments (Sidorkin, 2012). Figure 1
conceptualises home education as a distinct subset within the domain of education. It
shares the deliberate purpose of education but operates outside the structures of school-
ing, although often intersecting with formal schooling as families may move between the
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two modalities throughout a child’s development; further, some families structure home
education in a manner akin to formal schooling.
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Figure 1. Conceptual layers among learning, education, schooling, and home education.

The choice of the term “home education” in this paper over “home schooling” is thus
philosophically significant, as it embraces this full spectrum of intentional learning, not just
the replication of school-at-home.

Research into home education has traditionally focused on two central questions:
why parents choose it and how they implement it. The motivations (the why) are often
categorised using Van Galen’s (1986, 1991) typology of “ideologues” (driven by religious,
philosophical, or political beliefs) and “pedagogues” (driven by dissatisfaction with school
pedagogy and content). These can be further understood as proactive choices (based on
strong beliefs) or reactive ones (a response to a child’s negative school experience) (Forlin
& Chambers, 2024; Green-Hennessy & Mariotti, 2023). The how encompasses the practices
parents adopt, which range from highly structured to unstructured approaches (Kunzman
& Gaither, 2020; Thomas, 2016). Parents act as primary educators, designing tailored
curricula, but they also extensively leverage networks—through formal co-ops, informal
support groups, and community resources like libraries and museums—demonstrating
that home education is not an isolated practice confined to the home (Cheung, 2024).

Home education research reveals a focus on the role of parents, positioning the practice
as a significant form of parental involvement in children’s education. However, home
education itself is seldom examined within the broader landscape of parental involvement
research, a field historically situated within the school context. As Bartolome and Mamat
(2020) explains, conceptions of parental involvement are diverse and nuanced, shaped by
the specific context of the research. Parental involvement refers to parents’ participation in
their children’s education, which can include interactions with educators and institutions
(e.g., in schools) as well as direct involvement in learning activities at home (e.g., in home
education) (Hill, 2022; Kim, 2020). Early work by Green and Hoover-Dempsey (2007)
began to bridge this gap—framing the motivation for home education as a form of parental
involvement. Their research concludes that the choice to home-educate is not merely a
viable alternative but a complex, deeply personal decision that reflects broader social and
educational values.
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2. Framing Choices for Home Education Within Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological Systems Theory

Research into home education is fundamentally concerned with the concept of choice,
encompassing both the initial decision underlying motivations (why) and the subsequent
implementation of pedagogical practices (how) (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020). Understanding
these choices necessitates an investigation into who is responsible for them. Research
indicates that both mothers and fathers contribute to this decision-making process (Ahi
& Sengil-Akar, 2021; Kunzman & Gaither, 2020). Although mothers have traditionally
taken a more prominent role, the dynamic within each family is unique. Contemporary
studies reveal more equitable partnerships in some families, while in others, the father can
be the most influential figure (Cheung, 2024). This highlights that the “who” behind home
education is diverse and dynamic, as is the landscape of parental involvement itself.

To conceptualise the decision-making process for home education, this paper adopts
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, 1995; Bronfen-
brenner & Morris, 2006). This theory posits that human development is shaped by the
interaction between an individual and their layered environmental systems, which range
from immediate settings to broader societal contexts (microsystem to macrosystem). While
Bronfenbrenner’s earliest work emphasised the interconnectedness of these systems (Bron-
fenbrenner, 1977, 1979), his later revisions placed greater emphasis on the “individual”
or “person” factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). This bioeco-
logical perspective acknowledges that personal characteristics—such as beliefs, values,
and goals—actively shape human development through their interaction with the envi-
ronmental systems (Tudge et al., 2022; Xia et al., 2020). A later model (Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 1998, 2006) incorporated the chronosystem to capture the influence of time and
life transitions, advocating for a more dynamic understanding of human development.
Bronfenbrenner’s theory offers a detailed and wide-ranging framework for understanding
how individuals develop within complex, interacting systems. Work across a wide range
of disciplines has demonstrated the utility of Bronfenbrenner’s work in inspiring research
designs that capture the complexity of real-life environments (Tong & An, 2024; Paat, 2013;
Eriksson et al., 2018).

In this paper, we adopt Bronfenbrenner’s theory to position parental decision-making
for home education (why) and in home education (how) as a bioecological process. Here,
parents—with their unique beliefs, attributes, and backgrounds—interact with multiple
systemic influences. These range from immediate family, child, and parent characteristics
(microsystem) and extended family networks (mesosystem) to the quality and availabil-
ity of local schooling (exosystem) and broader cultural-societal values and international
influences (macrosystem). Consequently, the choice for home education is not a simple
decision led solely by parental belief, but a dynamic decision-making process, characterised
by unique challenges and changes within authentic ecological systems over time.

Central to this decision-making process is parental agency. This involves not only
participation, but also the extent of active involvement in decision-making processes
for their own children’s education. In the context of home education, this can include
advocating for children’s needs and implementing educational practices aligned with
family values and goals. The level of agency, and how it is enacted, can reflect deeply held
educational beliefs, which are frequently categorised in home education research (Dennison
et al., 2020; Green & Hoover-Dempsey, 2007; Pratiwi et al., 2023). A seminal typology
first established by Van Galen (1986, 1991) distinguishes between ideological motivations
(driven by conservative Christian religious beliefs) and pedagogical motivations (driven
by concerns about teaching methods) for home education. This idea has been further
developed by other scholars, who broaden the understanding of ideological motivations to

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/educscil6040638


https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16040638

Educ. Sci. 2026, 16, 638

50f 14

include those driven by a wider range of religious backgrounds, as well as philosophical or
political beliefs (Brewer & Lubienski, 2017; Fields-Smith, 2021; Sheng, 2019). Pedagogical
motivations encompass not only teaching methods but also concerns about the school
environment and the social aspects of school life (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020; Murphy
et al.,, 2021). However, beliefs alone are seldom sufficient to explain decisions for and in
home education. Adopting Bronfenbrenner’s lens, the decision-making process in home
education can be understood as an interaction between parental agency and multiple
systemic influences within parents’ contexts, as outlined below, drawing on empirical
findings from home-education studies as examples.

The microsystem can be thought of as immediate household characteristics that di-
rectly influence the choice for home education. Factors that attract parents towards home
education may include the desire to support children with special educational needs
through tailored instruction, for example, or considerations related to race, minority iden-
tity, and experiences of disparity within traditional schooling (Murphy et al., 2021). Race
and ethnicity can also shape parental choices, as home education is sometimes described as
protecting children from racial discrimination and anti-Black curricula and as a proactive
strategy to build cultural pride in Black families (Mazama & Lundy, 2012, 2015). In addi-
tion, children’s disabilities and special educational needs influence families’ moves toward
home education, as a response to negative school experiences and unmet needs in school
(Kunzman & Gaither, 2020; Murphy et al., 2021; Parsons & Lewis, 2010).

Conversely, significant forces—or challenges—that steer parents away from home
education involve a cost-benefit consideration. The financial constraints are considerable, as
parents—often mothers—may forfeit employment, resulting in a single-income household
(Aubin, 2018; Minikel-Lacocque, 2013). Additional challenges include the readiness to
reconcile the dual roles of parent and teacher, the intensive time commitment without
traditional breaks, and the complexities of curriculum design (Lois, 2006). Low-income
families may face significant challenges when choosing home education, including lack
of understanding of homeschool laws, concerns about social services intervention, and
doubts about their own ability to teach effectively (Ray et al., 2021).

The mesosystem—encompassing extended family and community networks—can
reinforce or restrict the decision to home-educate. Support from home-educating friends,
religious communities, or local networks often serves as a positive force, providing prac-
tical encouragement (Anthony, 2015; Anthony & Burroughs, 2012; Kunzman & Gaither,
2020). For example, such networks facilitate collaborative practices like co-learning, where
families share teaching plans and resources (Anthony & Burroughs, 2012). Conversely, a
lack of support or discouragement, particularly from extended family members such as
grandparents, can present a significant challenge, as documented in studies from contexts
such as Hong Kong (Cheung, 2024).

The exosystem, particularly the quality and availability of local schooling, constitutes a
critical sphere for the exercise of parental agency. The decision to home-educate is frequently
a direct response to parental perceptions of this exosystem. For instance, research in East
Asia demonstrates that families in Hong Kong, South Korea, and Japan often choose home
education as a reaction to an intensely competitive, academically driven educational ethos
(Kemble, 2004; Riley, 2016; Seo, 2009). Their motivation is shaped not only by an intrinsic
desire to provide a more balanced, whole-person education but also by a desire to escape
the perceived pressures of the mainstream system (Kemble, 2004; Riley, 2016; Seo, 2009).
Similarly, a parent’s ideological beliefs may lead them to select a faith-based curriculum
due to a perceived misalignment with the secular ethos of local schools (Murphy et al.,
2021). Home education represents a fundamental choice under the broader umbrella
of children’s learning and education and can intersect with schooling—as illustrated in
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Figure 1. Understanding the interplay between parental agency, their beliefs about their
children’s learning, and their perceptions of local schooling is therefore crucial if we are to
understand the decisions for and in home education. While the bio-ecological interaction is
most immediately salient between parental beliefs and the exosystem (the school system),
these dynamics also extend to and are influenced by broader macrosystemic factors.

The macrosystem—such as internationalisation and cultural-societal values and
policies—exerts a powerful effect. In China, intense academic pressure may push families
towards home education to achieve ‘whole-person” development (Sheng, 2020; Zheng,
2014). It is more than just about the school system or a parent’s personal educational
belief: taking Hong Kong as an example, there is a saying, “win at the starting line,” where
parents, schools, and society push children from an early age for academic achievement
(HKIAPS, 2016; Wong & Rao, 2023). Cheung (2024) found that home-educating parents
with young children not only wanted to escape from the school system but also to stand
against what they claim is an “unhealthy” education culture, choosing home education
instead of kindergarten in early childhood. Furthermore, globalisation acts as a macrosys-
temic factor; the international home education movement, facilitated by online conferences
and transnational information sharing, provides frameworks and practices that transcend
national borders. Ultimately, Bronfenbrenner’s model helps to conceptualise the multitude
of influences on the decision-making process, both within and between systems.

The decision-making behind home education practices is relevant to its underlying mo-
tivation (Pannone, 2014). This connection is captured by the “content, context, pedagogues”
(CCP) framework, posited by Jolly and Matthews (2020), which articulates home-educating
parents’ reported practices: Content—what to teach; Context—where to learn; Pedagogues—
how to teach. Within the microsystem, research shows that parents” motives as ideologues
and pedagogues are central considerations, influencing how parents deliver education
to their children in numerous different ways relating to their motives. For example, the
selection of religious content or child-centred approaches directly reflects the link between
the why and the how in home education (Pannone, 2014). These practices are also shaped
by multiple systemic influences. Home education networks, for instance, significantly
impact the choice of practices and the availability of resources. When considering the
macrosystem and microsystem together, home education can be seen as transcending the
traditional border of ‘where to learn’—be that learning outside the home, gaining resources
through local interactions, or online learning across national borders.

The figure below (Figure 2) illustrates how bio-ecological influences affect home edu-
cation decision-making, particularly how parent agency interacts with different ecological
systems to make choices. Research further documents the challenges and changes inherent
in home education (Yalcin et al., 2020; Zhang & Gibson, 2024). Changes in motivations and
practices are situated within a unique combination of ecological contexts, as outlined by
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory. In the 4Cs model, the timing of decisions matters
because families do not face changes in a single moment; instead, shifts in the surround-
ing environment over time can shape what parents choose to do and how those choices
develop across life transitions. For example, changes in the ecosystem of context—from
household arrangements to wider influences such as community norms and international
connections—can alter parents’ choices for home education and for continuing home ed-
ucation over time, while also interacting with challenges that emerge at the same time
(Cheung, 2024; Kunzman & Gaither, 2020; Murphy et al., 2021).
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Figure 2. 4C model in home education decision-making process.

Changes corresponding with children’s growth, transitions between educational levels,
and responses to opportunities or challenges, such as family crises (e.g., health issues) or
socio-historical events like the COVID-19 pandemic, have been reported in home education
studies: As children get older, home education practices often shift. Families may start
with more informal, play-rich learning and later move toward more structured academic
activities, greater use of technology, and more external learning opportunities that support
independence and social interaction (Hanna, 2012; Cheng & Hamlin, 2022; Abuzandah,
2020). These temporal shifts are also linked to changing motivation: initial reasons for home
education—such as dissatisfaction with schooling or the desire to protect children—can
evolve into longer-term goals such as personalisation, autonomy, and values, as children’s
needs change with age (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020). Family crises can further redirect
trajectories. For instance, when the main home educator can no longer continue, some
families may decide to return to formal schooling, showing how time-dependent pressures
can change the direction of home education (Cheung, 2024). External conditions can also
affect timing and feasibility. During COVID-19, for example, prolonged social distancing
policies in schooling in Hong Kong influenced normal schooling routines, which became a
key motivation for some families to shift toward home education (Cheung, 2024).

At the policy level, temporal changes also matter. Over time, home education policy
in different places can become clearer and easier to follow, which may increase both
interest and feasibility (Bhatt, 2014). In Hong Kong, some families may also consider home
education as a way to replace parts of early childhood schooling, such as home educating
to cover the period of kindergarten (around three years) and then transferring to primary
school when compulsory education begins (Cheung, 2024). In essence, home education is
a dynamic process, ever-evolving as motivations and circumstances Change, as families
navigate both Choices and Challenges in their unique ecosystem of Context.

This 4Cs model (Choice, Context, Challenges, and Changes), integrated with Bron-
fenbrenner’s ecosystemic theory, can be used as a framework for understanding decision-
making in home education, exploring both the ‘why” (the choice to home-educate) and the
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‘how’ (the approaches to it). The model elucidates the complexity of how parents overcome
challenges by reconciling their or their family’s preferences with reality, highlighting that
parental motives are situated not only in societal contexts, as advocated by Spiegler (2010),
but also in their dynamic interactions with them. Integrating Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory, the 4Cs model provides a new lens by highlighting the bioecological land-
scapes that shape this journey—a journey that continually evolves with children’s growth
and shifting family priorities across time. From the perspective of parental involvement,
the 4Cs model thus acts not only to conceptualise the phenomenon of home education
and identify its unique aspects, but also to reconceptualise parental involvement itself as a
deliberative, context-responsive praxis, reflecting the power of parent agency.

This paper, then, positions parental involvement not as a set of activities to support
a fixed system, but as the core process of constructing and continuously adapting an
educational ecosystem that is centred around the family.

3. The Transformation of Parental Involvement: Applying Epstein’s
Typology to the Home Education Context

Having presented the 4Cs model as a framework for understanding the agency-driven
process of parental involvement in home education, it is necessary to examine the forms
this involvement takes. We now turn to Epstein’s (1995, 2008) influential typology of
parental involvement. As the most widely used framework for conceptualising parental
involvement, Epstein’s model has had a lasting impact on education policy and practice,
primarily within formal school contexts (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013; Lemmer, 2023). Its
enduring appeal lies in its structured categorisation of involvement types.

Epstein’s typology (Epstein, 1995, 2008; Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2010) identifies six
primary types of involvement: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home,
decision-making, and collaborating with the community. This model situates the child
at the centre of overlapping family—school-community “spheres of influence” (Goodall,
2017; Lemmer, 2023). When applied within a school context, the typology emphasises
home-school cooperation (Goodall, 2017; Lemmer, 2023). It acknowledges that while

s

children learn formally at school, parental roles like “communicating,” “volunteering,” and

“decision-making” are enacted within that school learning context. Simultaneously, Epstein

"ot

recognises out-of-school learning influences through “learning at home,” “parenting,” and
“collaborating with the community”—types not limited to a single location (Epstein, 1995,
2008; Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2010). This aligns with the “context” dimension of the 4C
model, where learning occurs across different bio-ecological layers.

Considering Epstein’s typology within the context of home education reveals that
while all six forms of involvement remain applicable, their manifestation shifts funda-
mentally. Unlike the parent-school cooperation dynamic in schooling, in home education,
parental agency becomes the core involvement mechanism. Notably, the “decision-making”
category in Epstein’s typology takes on profound significance, with parents who lead
choices toward home education and what and how to learn across various ecological
layers—a process coherent with the dynamic 4Cs model. Epstein’s typology of parental
involvement, when transposed from a school-based to a home education context, un-
dergoes a profound reconfiguration. The model’s six types of involvement—parenting,
communicating, volunteering, learning at home, and collaborating with the community—
remain structurally relevant, but their manifestation shifts from complementary supports
or cooperation with school to integrated functions of a parental pedagogical practice. This
transition is characterised by the fusion of all forms of engagement through the role of the
parent-as-educator, fundamentally altering their scope and purpose.
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In home education, “parenting” and “educating” can become synonymous and co-
constructed (Chinazzi, 2021). The holistic development of the child—intellectual, moral,
social, and emotional—can be consciously integrated into daily life, with the home envi-
ronment becoming the primary pedagogical space (Mathews, 2022). This differs from the
school context, where parenting includes establishing supportive home routines for school
or a type of involvement that is “out-of-school” (Muller & Kerbow, 2018; West et al., 1998).
Communication in home education shifts from a formal, bidirectional flow of information
between school and home (e.g., reports, parent-teacher meetings) to proactively advocating
for a parent-directed educational journey. The category of volunteering is subsumed into
the core work of educational facilitation (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020). Rather than assisting
with a teacher’s pre-existing program, the home-educating parent performs the labour of
designing their child’s educational journey—sourcing materials, creating teaching plans
and projects, and facilitating cooperative learning groups with other families (Kunzman
& Gaither, 2020). Concurrently, “learning at home” ceases to be a supplemental “out-of-
school” activity and becomes the substantive, integrated education pathway. Academic
skills and knowledge can be deliberately embedded in domestic life, with the parent identi-
fying and exploiting the pedagogical potential of everyday moments with the potential
to dissolve the boundary between formal instruction and lived experience (Jay & Rose,
2023; Mathews, 2022). Finally, collaboration with the community is reframed as an act of
personalised resource curation. The parent-educator can selectively and directly integrate
community assets—such as museums, specialist tutors, or nature reserves—into a learning
plan for their child (Hanna, 2012; Laiya, 2021; Thomas, 2016). This moves beyond school-
orchestrated, whole-class field trips to create a bespoke network of experiences that directly
extend the child’s individualised educational environment without institutional mediation.
Home education practices vary, and these types or examples of parental involvement do
not apply to every home-educating family. However, research into home education practice
helps to understand the landscape and the possibilities of parental involvement within it.

The application of Epstein’s framework to home education reveals a paradigm shift
from a model of cooperative support for an external institution to one of integrated or-
chestration within the family unit. Each type of involvement is enacted not in partnership
with a separate educational body, but as a distinct yet integrated expression of the parent
agency. This underscores how home education can consolidate the overlapping spheres of
influence into a single, deliberately managed ecology centered on the child and facilitated
by the parent-educator.

Epstein’s typology serves as a valuable reminder that home education is one educa-
tional choice within the broader sphere of children’s learning—a relationship conceptu-
alized in the earlier section (Figure 1) among learning, education, schooling, and home
education. It cautions against framing home education as the sole way children learn,
just as schooling is not the sole way. Regarding parental involvement in home education,
“decision-making” is deliberative, ecological, and processual. When analysed through the
4Cs model, it demonstrates a strong, enacted sense of parental agency. This prompts a
re-examination of parental agency within Epstein’s other categories: parents continuously
“parent” and “communicate” with their children from birth, and home education happens
both at “learning at home” and through “collaborating with the community.”

The 4Cs model provides a structured lens for analysing this agency-driven decision-
making in home education. Integrated with Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory, it
underscores the centrality of “parental agency”—the capacity for deliberative, strategic
choice within a socio-ecologically responsive praxis. This paper posits that in home educa-
tion, parental involvement is fundamentally redefined: it transcends auxiliary participation
and constitutes the authority to shape educational pathways. This agency-driven conceptu-
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alisation invites a critical re-examination of the broader parental involvement literature,
exploring how the 4Cs model extends frameworks like Epstein’s typology.

Decades of research affirm the link between parental involvement and positive child
outcomes, including academic attainment, motivation, and self-esteem (Bond et al., 2025;
Durand & Secakusuma, 2019; Fan & Williams, 2010; Jeynes, 2018). Historically, this litera-
ture has focused predominantly on parental involvement with schools, a paradigm that
often conflates education with schooling and positions schools as the primary agents who
set the agenda for support (Bond et al., 2025; Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). Goodall and
Montgomery’s (2014) continuum directly critiques this school-centric framing, charting
a progression from school-directed parental involvement to parent-led engagement with
children’s learning. To further illustrate this concept, there is coherence with how parental
agency is defined, where “parents are engaged with the learning of their children not due

”

to dictates from the school but because of their own perceptions of their role as parents
(p- 12).

The choice to home-educate represents a fundamental reconfiguration of this dynamic.
It operationalises the high-agency, engaged state advocated by Goodall and Montgomery
(2014) as its foundational condition. Home education is an enactment of education deliber-
ately beyond the institution of schooling, where parents assume primary relational agency
over the learning process (Anthony & Wildmon, 2023; Hill, 2022). Thus, home education
challenges the traditional locus of agency held by schooling institutions and can exemplify
the ultimate expression of learning-centred engagement.

This paper argues that the 4Cs model of Choice, Context, Challenges, and Changes
provides the critical framework to analyse how this engagement is enacted. While Goodall
and Montgomery’s continuum charts the shift of agency within a school-parent partner-
ship, the 4Cs model elucidates the bioecological decision-making process when parents
exercise agency to step outside that partnership and construct a family-centred educational
ecosystem. It details the why (Choice), the where and with what influences (Context),
the navigation of barriers (Challenges), and the evolutionary adaptation (Changes) that
characterise this journey.

In this paper, the term “parental involvement” is inherently aligned with the concept
of parental engagement with children’s learning when applied to home-educating families.
Goodall and Montgomery’s (2014) work provides the essential lens that reorients focus
from schooling compliance to learning empowerment. The 4Cs model operationalises this
agency, providing a structured framework to analyse the deliberative, context-responsive
praxis that defines parental involvement in constructing and sustaining a family-centred
educational ecosystem. However, understanding parental involvement in home education
requires more than an analysis of decision-making; it involves examining the complex set
of relationships, actions, and adaptive processes that unfold within the unique ecologies of
families over time. The contribution of applying Epstein’s typology to home education is
threefold. Firstly, it demonstrates the framework’s adaptability, showing that the six types
of engagement remain a relevant taxonomy for describing parental actions even when the
school institution is removed. Secondly, this application reveals a fundamental reconfigura-
tion within the typology: decision-making shifts from a collaborative, school-partnered
activity to the autonomous, core function of parental agency. This shift illuminates the
qualitative difference in parental involvement between supporting an existing system
and being the architect of a learning ecosystem. Thirdly, using Epstein’s established cat-
egories provides a common conceptual language, allowing research on home education
to engage directly with the vast body of literature on parental involvement. This bridges
a critical discursive gap, positioning home education not as an outlier but as a distinct
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point on the spectrum of engagement that challenges the school-centric assumptions of
traditional models.

Ultimately, this synthesis of Epstein’s typology with the 4Cs model provides a more
comprehensive picture of parental involvement in home education. Epstein’s framework
catalogues the what of parental engagement, while the 4Cs model explains the how and
why of the agency-driven process behind it. Together, they capture the wider scope of this
involvement—its deliberative, ecological, and processual nature—as parents navigate the
choice, context, challenges, and changes of constructing a family-centred educational journey.

4. Conclusions

This paper has used the context of home education to critically examine and recon-
ceptualise the concept of parental involvement. The prevailing literature predominantly
analyses parental involvement through a schooling lens; even scholarship advocating for a
focus on children’s learning, such as that of Goodall and Montgomery (2014), typically uses
school-based involvement as its point of departure. This paper demonstrates that parental
involvement can, and indeed must, be conceptualised independently of the school context.
Analysing it through the lens of home education develops a more universal and powerful
framing applicable across educational settings.

Within home education, we have framed parental involvement through the dynamic
4Cs model—encompassing choices, contexts, challenges, and changes. Grounded in Bron-
fenbrenner’s Bioecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, 1995; Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 2006), this model elucidates how deliberative, context-responsive, and processual
decisions are shaped by the layered ecological systems in which parental agency is exercised.
Crucially, this model transcends its immediate application. The decision-making praxis it
describes is not exclusive to home education but is fundamental to parental involvement in
all children’s learning, whether that learning is directed by schools, initiated by parents, or
driven by the child. The 4Cs model therefore repositions parental involvement as a core,
agentic process through which parents construct and navigate their children’s educational
journeys across diverse settings.

Our reframing of Epstein’s (1995, 2008) typology—originally conceived in school-
centric terms—to the home education context builds on this move to a more universal
approach. It highlights how the categories of parental engagement remain structurally
relevant but are reconfigured by the locus of agency, shifting from institutional partnership
to autonomous orchestration. This exercise bridges home education research and the
broader parental involvement literature and underscores a central thesis: that parental
involvement is most meaningfully understood as the exercise of parental agency within a
specific ecological and temporal context.

To conclude, this reconceptualisation invites a paradigm shift. Parental involvement is
not solely an adjunct to schooling but is the deliberative, context-responsive, and evolving
process through which parents engage with the entirety of their children’s learning. By
centring agency and ecology, the 4Cs model provides a robust framework for understanding
this process, irrespective of the institutional setting.
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