The Quiet Exodus from Mass Schooling

Parents are fed up. As mass schooling becomes more restrictive, more standardized and
more far-reaching into a child’s young life, many parents are choosing alternatives.
Increasingly, these parents are reclaiming their child’s education and are refocusing
learning around children, family, and community in several different ways.

Charter & Homeschooling

With back-to-school time upon us, more than two million U.S. children will be avoiding the
school bus altogether in favor of homeschooling, an educational choice that has
accelerated in recent years among both liberal and conservative families. While
homeschooling for religious freedom remains an important driver for many families, 2012
data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) reveal that a main reason for
homeschooling is “concern about the environment of other schools.”

Beyond homeschooling, an additional two million children will be educated this fall in
charter schools. According to recent U.S. Department of Education data, the number of
students currently enrolled in charter schools increased from 0.9 million in 2004 to 2.7
million in 2014, while the number of children enrolled in traditional public schools declined
by 0.4 million during that same period.

In states that expand education options, student enrollment in traditional public schools is
declining.

Taxpayer-funded but administered by predominantly private educational organizations,
charter schools allow parents flexibility in choosing a school that is better aligned with their
expectations and their child’s needs. Charter schools are often exempt from district policies
and collective bargaining agreements that can halt innovation and experimentation,
allowing them more instructional and organizational freedom. Demand for charter schools
often outweighs current supply, with statewide charter caps, admissions lotteries, and long
waiting lists leaving many parents discouraged and angry.

As online learning technology improves and expands, more parents are choosing virtual
schools for their children over traditional public schools. Data from the non-profit
organization, International Association for K-12 Online Learning, find that 310,000 young
people in grades kindergarten through 12th grade participated in fully online programming
in 2013, up from 200,000 in 2010. In addition to homeschoolers, charter school students,
and virtual learners, more than four million children will avoid a traditional district school
this fall to attend a U.S. private school.

Putting Parents In Charge
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In states that advocate parental choice and actively expand education options to more
families, student enrollment in traditional public schools is declining. When given real
choices, parents are deciding to avoid an assigned district school in favor of alternatives.

Today, parents are glimpsing the possibilities of real choice that put them back in charge of
their children’s education. In North Carolina, for example, the state has taken deliberate
steps to expand educational choice to more parents. These steps include lifting caps on the
number of allowed charter schools, creating a voucher program for low-income families,
offering tuition assistance for parents of children with special needs, and expanding
opportunities for homeschoolers. As a result of these efforts, enroliment this year in the
state’s traditional public schools declined by more than 5,000 students, while those
enrolled in home-schools, charter schools, and private schools increased by almost 24,000
children.

Today, parents are glimpsing the possibilities of real education choice measures that put
them back in charge of their children’s education. After decades of weakening parental
empowerment, in which mass schooling has steadily consumed more of a child’s time than
ever before, parents are reclaiming their essential role in guiding their children’s education.

They are also advocating for additional choice measures that make avoiding traditional
public schools more feasible. With back-to-school time approaching, many families are
opting-out of mass schooling and into a host of quality educational alternatives.
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