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Some former homeschool students are
speaking out against what they consider an
abusive or neglectful upbringing. Last year
they began posting their stories on a website
called Homeschoolers Anonymous, alleging
mistreatment from parents ranging from
sexual molestation to what they describe as “spiritual abuse.” The stories vary widely, but
echo a common charge: Homeschooling, they claim, gave their parents opportunity to
abuse, “brainwash,” or neglect them.

One of those former students, Heather Doney, 31, co-founded the Coalition for Responsible
Home Education (CRHE) to advocate increased state regulation of homeschoolers. Doney
worries her home state of Louisiana, for example, allows homeschooling households to
operate with little accountability. “My parents registered as a private school, and no one
ever checked on us again,” she said.

She has reason for concern. She still counts on her fingers and double-checks the tip she
leaves on restaurant tables. As the oldest of nine children, she remembers growing up
homeschooled and being the only child who could read: Her sister next in age didn’t become
proficient until she turned 12. Doney had all she could stand at 12 years old when a
neighborhood boy ridiculed her inability to multiply or divide. “Ha, ha!” he laughed.
“You’re going to spend your life flipping burgers!” She pleaded to her grandparents for
help, and they began tutoring Doney.

Her mother, Sandra Doney, agrees their home environment was neglectful and abusive in
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HOME RUN: The Romeike family fought
the German government for the right to
homeschool (see “Schools of thought,”
May 4, 2013).
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some ways, and said Heather “got the brunt of it, being the oldest one.  … In trying to do the
right thing, I probably overdid some of the discipline.  … There was just a lot of emotional
turmoil.” Heather Doney’s parents are now divorced, and she admits that “the average
homeschooling family is fine.  … I’m looking at [families] who are doing terrible things in the
name of homeschooling, hiding behind homeschooling to do it.” That’s what her
Homeschooling’s Invisible Children’s website documents: criminal cases of neglect and
abuse.

The existence of such cases, and the growing reach of the anti-homeschooling websites,
raises questions that homeschooling defenders are primed to answer. Educational neglect?
Brian Ray, president of the National Home Education Research Institute in Salem, Ore., said
most studies by dozens of researchers since 1985 show the average homeschooler scoring
in the 65th to 80th percentile on standardized tests. (The national school average is the 50th
percentile.)

What about abuse? The Health and Human Services “Child Maltreatment 2011” report
noted that 4.1 percent of U.S. children were involved in abuse investigations in 2011. A
2004 study from the U.S. Department of Education found about 7 percent of eighth- to
11th-grade public-school students claiming a fellow student, teacher, or school employee
had touched or contacted them in a sexual manner, without their consent. Yet only 1.2
percent of Home School Legal Defense Association (HSLDA) members called for help in
dealing with child protective services investigations—sometimes for issues as trivial as a
messy house or a missed paperwork filing deadline. That figure isn’t scientific, but it
suggests abuse and neglect is far less common among homeschoolers.

Nevertheless, stories on the Homeschoolers Anonymous website brim with pain, anger,
and bitterness. Many posts are anonymous, making the accounts hard to verify, but
organization co-founder Ryan Stollar told me by email, “We are creating a growing
community of misfits, survivors, and allies.” One series of posts titled “Homeschoolers Are
Out” spotlights homeschool graduates who have declared themselves to be gay or
transsexual. He said his organization “enthusiastically supports” homeschooling as long as
it is “used responsibly.”

One of Homeschoolers Anonymous’ biggest targets is the Virginia-based HSLDA—
homeschooling’s top ally since 1983. Last year Homeschoolers Anonymous launched an
online campaign that claimed the organization’s defense of homeschool parents had
weakened child abuse investigations. It called on HSLDA to tell its 80,000 member families
how to recognize and report abuse, and HSLDA did add a section to its website defining
child abuse and outlining how to address it.
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HSLDA has long seen less government regulation of homeschoolers as best for parents and

students—but in January Stollar and 10 other homeschool alumni traveled to Richmond,

Va., to vocalize their support for House Joint Resolution No. 92, a measure to re-evaluate

the state’s religious exemption from compulsory education. HSLDA leaders were also in

Richmond to lobby—against the resolution.

“It’s obvious to me that homeschool parents love their kids and don’t want to abuse them,”

said J. Michael Smith, president of HSLDA. “The reason they’re homeschooling is because

they don’t want to neglect their child’s education.” Both Smith and Darren Jones, a staff

attorney at the organization, agreed that abuse and neglect cases do exist within some

homeschooling families, but argue their number is small. HSLDA staffers call them “fake

homeschoolers.”

CRHE’s homeschool policy guidelines are aimed at tightening overall regulation of

homeschoolers so as to catch families that might go awry. Among the recommendations:

Homeschool students should be academically tested or assessed each year by mandatory

reporters; homeschool parents should have GED or high-school diplomas; and parents

convicted of child abuse or sexual offenses should be barred from homeschooling.

HSLDA agreed with some recommendations but strongly opposes expanding mandatory

reporting or mandatory annual testing. Attorney Jones acknowledged that some families

have used homeschooling as a shield, but stressed, “We have always taken the position that

the homeschool community should deal with that.”

Recent events in Idaho suggest homeschoolers might be able to police their own. Barry

Peters, the president of the Idaho Coalition of Home Educators, said his organization had

established a cooperative relationship with child welfare officials: Under a protocol

initiated 14 years ago, whenever officials from the state education department received a

report of educational neglect involving a homeschool family, they forwarded the tip to

ICHE, which investigated each case and reported back to state officials. But from 2000 to

2004 in Idaho, state officials logged only 15 such tips, and further investigation revealed

the claims were groundless, mistaken, or didn’t satisfy legal definitions of neglect.

The education department canceled the protocol arrangement with ICHE in 2006,

apparently because of the lack of legitimate reports. “There are very few cases of

educational neglect that come out,” said Kirt Naylor, a child advocate attorney and chair of

the Governor’s Task Force on Children at Risk in Idaho: “You don’t need regulations, I think

you need more informed investigations.” He said ICHE helped improve those investigations

in 2008 by drafting, in cooperation with the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare,

investigation guidelines for child protective services workers dealing with homeschool
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families.

The Idaho experience suggests the homeschool community could find ways to help identify

problem cases, however rare, while minimizing government interference. For Doney, it’s

an important first step for people to simply acknowledge that stories like hers exist:

“There’s been a culture of child abuse denialism within homeschooling.” Jones, the HSLDA

attorney, said he recognizes some in the Homeschoolers Anonymous community didn’t

have a great experience growing up. “I feel terrible for them. I don’t think that’s a reason to

crack down on all 2 million kids who are being homeschooled across the U.S.”
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The role of churches
Bill Roach, the president of Christian Home Educators of Colorado (CHEC), has
served on the organization’s board for the past eight years. He hasn’t spent all that
time attending a traditional church: A few years after he started homeschooling the
first of his five children in 1991, Roach left his Baptist church and began meeting on
Sundays with several other families committed to home education and family
discipleship.

They met in homes, sang hymns and contemporary worship songs (often a cappella),
and set up a lectern for the dads, who preached on a rotating basis. They had no
formal leadership: When the men set out to appoint elders, they broke up over
various disagreements, including whether debt was permissible. Roach left the
group in 2007 and has since returned to a formal church setting—an Orthodox
Presbyterian church in Elizabeth, Colo., where he serves as an elder.

Roach now regrets the autonomous nature of his former house fellowship: “It got a
little bit too independent.  … In some ways it was just family first,” without respect
for the authority of the church, he said. Israel Wayne, an apologetics speaker who
meets thousands of homeschool families annually at conferences, often hears from
students and graduates asking his advice about family battles concerning teenage
dating and video games. He often asks disaffected youths if they’ve talked to the
elders in their church: “Almost inevitably, they tell me no,” either because they don’t
feel safe discussing family issues at their church, or because they aren’t attending
one.

Thankfully, in recent years homeschool leaders have recognized the problem of
church disconnectedness and are working to correct it. At CHEC’s state conference in
June, Voddie Baucham, a homeschooling pastor and Gospel Coalition council
member, gave a keynote address titled “Why Your Family Needs the Church.” —
D.J.D.
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