
An inspector calls 

Does mother—or nanny—know best? 
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A school headmaster once observed that he would regularly consult his prefects on the running 
of the establishment. When he agreed with them, he would allow their views to prevail. It was 
only when they disagreed that he had to impose his will. On October 19th the schools 
secretary, Ed Balls, closed a consultation, the outcome of which he seems to have decided 
already. Legislation will be introduced to force parents wishing to educate their children at 
home to register with the state and undergo regular inspections. 

Mr Balls says he is worried that children who do not attend school risk being abused by those 
looking after them. An earlier review by Graham Badman, a former head of children’s services 
in Kent who is now based at London University’s Institute of Education, found that in some 
areas a disconcertingly high proportion of home-schooled children were known to social 
services—ie, cause for concern. 

No one is sure how many children in Britain are taught at home. York Consulting, a 
management outfit, put the figure at 20,000 in 2007. It could actually be more than 50,000, 
reckons Mike Fortune-Wood, who runs a support service for parents educating their children at 
home, and the total may be rising by 10% a year.  

The growth is coming not only among religious families who prefer to shield their offspring 
from Darwinism and risqué lunchtime banter, but also among well-to-do families. Many 
parents have only recently become aware that they are not obliged to send their children to 
school, according to Ann Newstead of Education Otherwise, a network whose members teach 
their children at home. Wealthy couples do not need two incomes and can afford to remove 
their children from the increasing stress of national testing. Home schooling also appeals to the 
less well-heeled who have failed to secure a place in the school they want, as well as to those 
whose children need special teaching. 

Private providers of materials aimed at getting home-schooled children through national exams 
report that business is booming. Nick Smith of Oxford Home Schooling says his firm recorded 
its best-ever sales in this market in September. Take-up was highest among the parents of 
children preparing for GCSEs, he says.  

Is Mr Balls right to fear that home-schooled children are more likely to be abused than those in 
school? There is little evidence either way. Mr Badman’s information suggests that 7% of 
home-schooled children are known to social services; the figure for state schools is 3%. Yet 
the absolute numbers are small and also include disabled children whose parents may not 
want school helpers performing tasks that children could learn to do themselves.  



Most of those who are professionally in charge of minors register with officialdom one way or 
another. Teaching in state schools has long been subject to inspection. It is assessed as well, 
though less rigorously, in the private sector. People who are paid to look after very young 
children must not only register with the state but also undergo regular inspections. Since 
September 2008 they have also been forced to follow the “nappy curriculum”—educational 
targets set by the state for those aged three and above. 

Asking that home-schooled children be registered is unexceptionable (and parents would not 
be made to follow any particular curriculum). But the inspections Mr Balls proposes are deeply 
intrusive. Local-authority officers would have the right to enter a home where a child is being 
taught and quiz him in his parents’ absence. Permission to home-school could be denied if 
inspectors decided a child’s safety was in danger. In a handful of cases, that will be the right 
decision, but for the overwhelming majority of parents, this is bullying bureaucracy at its 
worst. Mr Balls clearly believes the nanny state knows best. 
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