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Abstract 

 

This study examines the socioemotional well-being of a sample of Spanish homeschooled children and compares them with 

a sample of Spanish children attending a public school. 159 children aged 8-11 and their parents participated in the study. 

75 children attended school and 84 were homeschooled. Parents and children separately completed different scales of the 

SENA questionnaire related to socioemotional well-being. Self-reported results showed significantly lower levels of 

Depression and Somatic complaints in homeschooled children compared to schooled children. No significant differences 

were found in other self-reported scales. Parents' results indicated significantly lower levels of Depression, Attention 

problems, and Willingness to study in homeschooled children compared to schooled children. No significant differences 

were found in other hetero-reported scales. Differences were found based on gender. When comparing within each group, 

these differences remained significant only in the schooled children. These results provide insights into the socioemotional 

well-being of a previously unknown group of children in Spain and enable reflection on the possible effect of educational 

policies on child development.  
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THE NUMBER OF families who homeschool their children has 

increased significantly in recent decades. In the United States, 

the country where most families in this situation are found and 

where most research on this topic has been conducted, the 

number is estimated to have risen from 275,000 in 1990 to 1.7 

million children in 2016 (McQuiggan et al., 2017). In recent 

years, the COVID-19 pandemic has led to a record number of 

children being homeschooled: 3.7 million children in the United 

States (Ray, 2022). Although this number has decreased over the 

past year (3.1 million children), approximately 3% of school-

aged children in the United States are currently homeschooled 

(Ray, 2022).  

The situation of these families varies greatly depending on 

the country of residence. In the United States and Canada, the 

countries where more families homeschool their children, 

homeschooling is legal. In Europe, the situation varies from 

being legal with no government regulation, as in the United 

Kingdom, to being prohibited, as in Germany, the Netherlands, 

Sweden, Bulgaria, and Spain. Most European countries 

recognize homeschooling as a legal right. In some cases, they are 

governed by rather lax regulations (Austria, France, Belgium) 

and in others they are quite restrictive (Italy, Norway, Portugal) 

(Blok et al., 2017).  

These differences in regulation reveal the lack of 

consensus on the benefits or harms of homeschooling. Previous 

studies and reviews indicate that there are two important issues 

that make a clear answer difficult: ideological issues and 

methodological issues (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020; Valiente et 

al., 2022). Most of the research conducted to show the effects of 

homeschooling has been done by the National Home Education 

Research Institute, an organisation that clearly advocates for 

homeschooling in the United States (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020). 

The conclusions of these investigations may be influenced by the 

authors' personal interests, whether in support or opposition of 

homeschooling, suggesting a potential bias in their findings. In 

the United States, a significant proportion of families who 

choose to homeschool do so for ideological reasons, including 

religious education (Murphy, 2014). The 2016 National Survey 

on Home Education carried out in the United States, showed that 

families choose to homeschool for a variety of complex reasons, 
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including religious or moral concern, dissatisfaction with the 

school environment, or deficiencies to address children’s special 

educational needs (Kunzman & Gaither, 2020; McQuiggan et 

al., 2017). One interesting finding that some authors have found 

is that many parents who homeschool their children have had bad 

experiences at school during their childhood, which contributed 

to a negative perception of the school context (Arai, 2000; 

Neuman, 2019; Wyatt, 2008).  

The methodological problems found in these studies have 

also been pointed out by many authors (Kunzman & Gaither, 

2020; Murphy, 2014; Valiente et al., 2022, among others). On 

the one hand, the samples are usually convenience samples and 

are not representative. On the other hand, many studies do not 

consider variables that could explain some of the differences, 

such as socioeconomic status, parental involvement, the starting 

time and years of homeschooling or specific contexts of 

children’ social relationships. Finally, most studies only use 

parents as informants. It would be desirable to include multi-

informant measures obtained from other significant adults, the 

children themselves, and possible peers in the socialization 

contexts. 

 

Social and emotional adjustment in homeschooled children 

 

Previous studies that have evaluated the social and 

emotional adjustment of homeschooled children suffer from the 

just mentioned ideological and methodological problems, and 

therefore, it is difficult to draw clear conclusions. The issue of 

social and emotional adjustment is closely associated with 

socialization, which is a key issue in homeschooling. 

Socioemotional adjustment refers to a person's ability to manage 

their emotions and establish healthy relationships with others. It 

involves the development of skills such as empathy, effective 

communication, and emotional regulation. This type of 

adjustment is fundamental for personal and social well-being, as 

it allows individuals to adapt to different situations, resolve 

conflicts, and maintain emotional balance in their lives 

(Denham, 2023). The homeschooling advocates appeal to the 

authoritarian and competitive environment of the educational 

system, the potential situations of peer mistreatment and/or 

discrimination as variables of the school context that may be 

detrimental to children’s social development (Dalaimo, 1996; 

Farris & Woodfrud, 2000; Medlin, 2000; Meighan, 1995; 

Murphy, 2014; Taylor, 1986). Detractors of homeschooling 

consider that the school context is critical in learning social 

norms, values, and social interaction skills, and that reducing it 

to the family context can lead to isolation and poor social and 

emotional development (Farris & Woodfrud, 2000; Medlin, 

2000; Murphy, 2014; Romanowsky, 2001; Shyers, 1992).  

 Studies carried out almost exclusively in the United 

States seem to indicate that homeschooled children do not have 

difficulties building self-esteem, have better social skills 

(Murphy, 2014; Ray, 2017), develop a positive feeling of 

independence and self-determination (Knowles & Muchmore, 

1995), exhibit good leadership skills (Sutton & Galloway, 2000) 

and have fewer behaviour problems (Haugen, 2004). However, 

a study conducted with a randomized sample in Canada in 

religious homeschooling contexts found that as homeschooled 

children became adults, they had less clarity about life goals, less 

effectiveness in dealing with life problems, and higher divorce 

rates compared to adults who had attended school (Pennings et 

al. 2012). 

However, as Guterman and Neuman (2017) point out, 

most of these studies have three characteristics: 1) they have 

been carried out with adults who were homeschooled as 

children; 2) they assess children's social activity only 

quantitatively; and 3) they do not compare the results of 

homeschooled children with children enrolled in schools 

matched on certain variables, such as age and socioeconomic 

level. Thus, the real impact of home school on children’s 

emotional and social development cannot be evaluated from 

these previous studies. To try to overcome these limitations, 

Guterman and Neuman (2017a) compared the levels of 

depression, internalizing and externalizing problems, and 

attachment security of a sample of 65 Israeli children aged 6 to 

12 years who were homeschooled for at least 3 years with a 

group of 36 school children comparable in age and 

socioeconomic level. Results showed no significant differences 

in attachment security or internalizing problems. However, 

homeschooled children had significantly lower levels of 

depression and externalizing problems (this last difference was 

only found in the 9-to 12-year-old group). Subsequent analyses 

with the same population showed a negative and significant 

correlation between the number of encounters with other 

homeschooled children and levels of internalizing and 

externalizing problems and, surprisingly, a positive and 

significant correlation between the number of encounters with 

school children and levels of internalizing problems in the group 

of younger children (6-8 years) (Guterman & Neuman, 2017b). 

To our knowledge, Guterman and Neuman’s studies are the only 

ones conducted to date to evaluate the impact of home school on 

variables related to the social and emotional adjustment of 

children, using a matched group of schoolchildren to establish 

comparisons. 

In line with Guterman and Neuman’s studies, the objective 

of this article is to explore the social and emotional well-being 

of a sample of Spanish homeschooled children and compare it 

with a sample of schooled children. Since there are no previous 

studies with these populations in Spain, this is an exploratory 

study. In Spain, school attendance is compulsory between the 

ages of 6 and 16 and failure to comply with this requirement can 

result in serious sanctions for parents. There are an estimated 

2,000 Spanish families that are homeschooled. Since there are 

no official figures and these families are at risk of being 

sanctioned, this study works with the so-called hidden sample. It 

is also not known what kind of socialization experiences these 

children have, what their academic results are, what their 

development is like, or how they integrate into society when they 

finish their schooling period at home. To our knowledge, except 

for two studies on the characteristics of families (Goiria, 2008) 

and the history of home school in Spain (Cabo, 2012), there are 

no studies in Spain that evaluate the psychological state of 

children who are homeschooled. 

 

The present study 

 

This is an exploratory study aimed to study the 

socioemotional well-being of a sample of homeschooled 
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children in Spain and compare it with a sample of children 

attending public schools. We evaluated children aged 8 to 11 

years through self-report scales and hetero-report scales 

completed by families. Scales were related to children’s 

socialization, emotional regulation, mood and academic 

performance. Although this study cannot address some of the 

limitations of previous studies (i.e, convenience sample and lack 

of information of potential explanatory variables), it might 

contribute to the advancement of knowledge in three ways: it 

assesses socioemotional well-being including measures from the 

children themselves, it is conducted with a sample of participants 

from a different cultural context, and it investigates the possible 

effect of an illegal educational situation on socioemotional 

development. 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

The participants were 159 children aged 8 to 11 years and 

their parents. 75 children attended public schools (Mage = 9.32, 

SD = .121) and 84 children were homeschooled (Mage = 8.09, 

SD = .285). The school that the children attended was located on 

the northwest outskirts of Madrid, and the families belonged to 

medium socioeconomic levels. We do not have any data on the 

place of residence or socioeconomic level of the 84 families who 

homeschool their children. Many of these families used 

pseudonyms and none wanted to be identified. However, at our 

request and in order to be able to compare with the schooled 

children, the association that gave us access to the sample chose 

middle-class families for the study. Table 1 shows the 

composition of the sample by gender and type of schooling. 

 

Table 1 

 
Instruments 

The Child and Adolescent Assessment System 

Questionnaire (Sistema de Evaluación de Niños y Adolescentes 

- SENA, Fernández-Pinto et al., 2015), scaled for the Spanish 

population in its self-report and hetero-report version, was used. 

This questionnaire allows a broad exploration of child 

psychological adjustment, covering ages from 3 to 18 years. The 

test is divided into different scales that evaluate several aspects 

of child behaviour. To compare socioemotional well-being 

depending on the type of schooling we chose the scales related 

to adjustment and socioemotional skills. 

For the self-report, in the version for 8-years-olds, the 

Depression (α=.87), Problems with Peers (α=.82), Family 

Problems (α=.55), Problems at School (α=.71), Interaction and 

Social Behaviour (α=.83), and Somatic Complaints (α=.81) 

scales were selected. Some items on the Problems with Peers and 

Problems at School scales had to be adapted to the context of 

homeschooled children. For example, the item "They insult me 

at school" from the Problems with Peers scale was adapted for 

homeschooled to "Other children insult me." Similarly, in the 

Problems at School scale, the item "School is silly" was changed 

to "Studying is silly" for the homeschooled children. The rest of 

the scales did not need to be adapted since the statements of the 

items were adequate for the context of homeschooling (i.e. 

Depression: "I think my life has no meaning"; Family Problems: 

"My family supports me in the things that I do"; Interaction and 

Social Behaviour: "I make new friends easily" and Somatic 

Complaints: "I feel tired"). 

For the hetero-report answered by the parents, the scales 

Depression (α=.85), Emotional Regulation (α=.84), Willingness 

to Study (α=.68), Attentional Problems (α=.91), Hyperactivity 

(α=.82) and Challenging Behaviour (α=.67) were chosen. In this 

case, it was not necessary to adapt the items of any scale since 

they were all applicable to the homeschooled context (i.e. 

Emotional Regulation: “Her/His emotional reactions are 

unpredictable”, Attentional Problems: “She/He finds it difficult 

to pay attention to what she/he is doing”; Hyperactivity: "He/She 

is impatient"; Challenging Behaviour: "He/She refuses to do the 

things I ask him to do"; Depression: "He/She seems 

discouraged"; Willingness to Study: "He/She thinks that 

studying is useless"). The instrument is scored on a Likert scale 

where 1 means "Never or almost never," 2 "Rarely," 3 

"Sometimes," 4 "Very often" and 5 "Always or almost always". 

For the authors of the test, scores of 3 and above are indicative 

of problems. Thus, on most scales, high scores are indicative of 

problems or maladjustments. However, due to the wording of the 

items, in two of them, the high scores are interpreted positively. 

This is the case of the Interaction and Social Behaviour scale in 

the self-report measure and the Willingness to Study scale in the 

hetero-report. 

 

Procedure  

The present study is part of a broader investigation carried 

out by this research group at the school. The educational centre 

and families were informed about the objectives of the study and 

all the participants provided voluntary consent. Access to the 

sample of homeschooled children was obtained through an 

association using a "snowball" sampling technique. Both the 

association and the families that participated in the study, were 

informed of the objectives, and signed the consent to participate 

voluntarily. This research has been approved by the 

Deontological Committee of the Faculty of Psychology of the 

Complutense University of Madrid. 

The SENA questionnaire was adapted to an online format 

using Google Forms to facilitate its accessibility. Both children 

and families completed the questionnaires online. The 
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questionnaires were completed at the educational centre in the 

case of school students, supported by research team members, 

and at home in the case of the homeschooled children. The 

parents of the homeschooled children were told that they could 

only help them if they had difficulty with item comprehension. 

Parents agreed and were committed not to influence the 

children's responses in any way. 

 

Data Analyses 

Data were analysed using SPSS version 25. Initially, the 

normality of the data was analysed with the Kolmogorov-

Smirnov (K-S) test, applying a simulation of 1000 samples with 

95% confidence. As the distribution of the sample data was not 

adjusted for normality in either the self-report or hetero-report 

(all p < .01), the mean differences between the two groups 

(schooled and homeschooled) were analysed with a non-

parametric Mann-Whitney U test. Next, gender differences were 

also analysed using the Mann-Whitney U test. 

 

Results 

 

Self-report differences in socioemotional well-being 

The self-report results for both groups -schooled children 

and homeschooled children - are presented in Table 2. The 

results of the Mann Whitney U test showed significant 

differences in two scales of the SENA test: Depression (p = .007) 

and Somatic Complaints (p < .001) scales. In both cases, the 

homeschooled children scored lower than the schooled children. 

As can be seen in Table 2, the other scales were not significant. 

The statistical indicators and effect size for each of the scales are 

included in Table 2. Following Cohen’s guidelines (Sulivan & 

Fein, 2012), the effect size is small in all cases except for the 

Somatic Complaints scale, where it can be considered medium 

(greater than .3). 

 

Table 2 

 
 

Hetero-report differences in socioemotional well-being 

The mean scores of the hetero-report scales are presented 

in Table 3. As can be seen, there were significant differences in 

the Attentional Problems and Depression scales with a small 

effect size (less than .3), and in the Willingness to Study scale 

with a medium effect size (greater than .3). Homeschooled 

children scored lower than schooled children for the three scales. 

 

Table 3 

 
 

Gender differences 

In the preliminary analysis, gender differences were found 

across the sample. Scores obtained for both genders in the 

different scales of the self-report and hetero-report 

questionnaires are presented in Table 4.  

Self-report. Significant gender differences were found on 

whole sample (N=113, see Table 4)  on Family Problems 

(U=1898, z=2.697, p=.0.01, r=.25), which had a small effect size 

(less than .3), as well as on Depression (U=2038, z=3.49, p=00, 

r=.33) and Somatic Complaints (U=2161, z=4.24, p=.00, r=.40), 

both of which exhibited medium effect sizes (greater than .3). In 

all 3 scales, girls scored higher than boys. When focusing on the 

gender differences for each group, significant differences were 

only observed in the schooled children (N = 82) on the Family 

Problems scale (U=1099, z=2.58, p=.01, r=.28.), with a low 

effect size (less than .3), as well as on Depression (U=1124.5, 

z=2.78, p=.01, r=.31) and Somatic complaints (U=1231, z=3.78, 

p=.0, r=.41.), both with medium effect sizes. Again, girls 

presented higher scores than boys in all three scales. No 

significant differences were observed based on gender for 

homeschooled children. 

Hetero-report. Parents rated girls significantly higher than 

boys considering the entire sample (N=159, See Table 4) on 

Emotional Regulation (U=3546, z=1.97, p=.046, r=0.16), 

Attentional problems (U=3553, z=1.99, p=.046, r=0.16) and 

Depression (U=3565, z=2.07, p=.039, r=0.17) scales, all with 

small effect sizes (less than .3). When comparing genders in each 

group by type of schooling, significant gender differences were 

found in the schooled children. Girls scored significantly higher 

than boys on Emotional Regulation (U=881, z=2.15, p=.03, 

r=.25) and Attentional Problems (U=935.5, z=2.73, p=.01, 

r=.32) scales, and significantly lower on Willingness to Study 

(U=464.5, z=-2.37, p=.02, r=-.27). No significant gender 

differences were found among homeschooled children. 

 

 

 

 

 



Socio-emotional Well-being in Spanish School Children 

 5 

Table 4 

 
 

Discussion 

 

The objective of the present study was to compare the 

psychological adjustment of the homeschooled children and 

those schooled in educational centres. To do so, multi-informant 

measures (self and hetero-reports) were used. Our results 

showed that, in the self-reports, the homeschooled children 

scored significantly lower in Depression and Somatic 

Complaints. No differences were found in any of the other 

measures of socioemotional well-being. In the same vein, the 

parents’ view through the hetero-reports also showed that the 

homeschooled children scored significantly lower in Depression, 

Attentional Problems, and Willingness to Study than schooled 

children.  

As we have seen, the gender differences were found only 

for the group of school children, both for the self-report scales 

─Depression, Family Problems and Somatic Complaints─ and 

for the hetero-report scales ─Depression, Emotional Regulation 

and Attention Problems. On all these scales, school girls 

obtained higher scores than school boys. 

One of the main results of this study was the consistency 

between parents’ and the children’s scores for the measure of 

depression. For school children, both also indicated higher 

scores for girls than for boys. It is especially striking that the 

differences were found in both the self-report and hetero-report 

measures. These results are congruent with those of other 

authors, such as Guterman and Neuman (2017a), who found that 

homeschooled children between the ages of 9 and 12 have 

significantly lower levels of depression. This result also 

coincides with extensive previous literature that consistently 

shows that the levels of depression are higher in girls (Albert, 

2015; Balanza et al., 2009; Candila Fernández et al., 2015; 

Vázquez & Blanco, 2008; see Sanmartín et al., 2022 for recent 

prevalence data across Spanish adolescents). In our case, it is 

especially relevant that only the girls in the school group have 

these higher scores. We will further delve into the question of 

gender differences later. 

Another interesting result has to do with the Somatic 

Complaint scores. Although this dimension was only evaluated 

by self-report, it is interesting to note that again there are 

differences between the two groups and that gender is relevant 

only in the group of school children, with girls scoring the 

highest. The Somatic Complaint Scale asks children to rate the 

frequency of certain physical complaints that are considered 

indicative of psychological manifestations. As some previous 

studies have shown, stomach aches, headaches, backaches, or 

fatigue in preschool children have been found to be predictive of 

depression and anxiety in childhood and adolescence (Lien et al., 

2011; Shelby et al., 2013; Woods, 2020). On the other hand, 

children's assessment of this symptomatology could be 

especially revealing, as it is a physical experience that can be 

much easier for children to assess than other issues more linked 

to emotions or thoughts. In this sense, it is feasible that the 

differences between the two groups and those based on gender 

in somatic complaints, where a medium effect size was found, 

support and add coherence to those found in the Depression 

scale. 

Another scale in which differences are found is the so-

called Willingness to Study. In this case, school children obtain 

higher scores than homeschooled children. This result might 
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seem surprising, but analysing the items that compose this scale 

in a little more detail, it could be related to the content that it 

evaluates. In general, this scale refers to issues that can be 

important in the school context but not necessarily in the context 

of study of homeschooled children. Thus, some of these items 

are "Keep your tasks and homework up to date", "Review what 

you have studied" or "He/She makes an effort in his/her studies". 

It is possible that the homeschooled children way of learning 

does not need these types of activities or that the parents of 

homeschooled children consider that these types of activities are 

not relevant in their way of approaching learning. In this sense, 

a more informative and relevant measure to compare both groups 

could be motivation towards learning. In addition, as some 

previous studies point out, it is crucial to know which teaching 

methods homeschooling parents employ (Valiente et al., 2022; 

Wyatt, 2008). In our case, given the characteristics of the sample 

to which we had access, we do not have any information 

regarding the methodology followed by the parents of these 

children. 

Finally, another interesting result of the present study is 

that related to gender differences. As we have already 

mentioned, these differences appear only in the group of school 

children and reveal a worse psychological adjustment in girls, 

both in the self-report (Depression, Somatic complaints, and 

Family problems) and the hetero-report (Depression, Emotional 

regulation, and Attentional problems). This result makes us 

reflect on the higher prevalence of certain psychological 

problems in girls (i.e., depression) and the role that school can 

play in it. Thus, on the one hand, as Ruiz Repullo (2017) points 

out, school can play an important role in breaking or maintaining 

gender stereotypes and roles from a very early age. In fact, in a 

recent observational study with children in Early Childhood 

Education in the United States, King (2021) found that teachers 

express more negative emotional states to boys and tend to 

minimize their negative emotions. On the contrary, in the 

treatment of girls there are no differences in the expression of 

positive and negative states nor are there negative emotional 

downplay. In this sense, some authors point out that our 

educational system is gender biased, as it does not educate girls 

and boys in the same way, and they recommend the elimination 

of practices such as the invisibility of female models in 

textbooks, the segregation by gender or even the formation of 

groups based solely on the criteria of gender (Subirats, 2016). 

This maintenance of gender stereotypes and roles could 

contribute to a greater incidence of depressive symptoms in 

school girls. In the case of homeschooled girls, it is possible that 

the educational practices of these families do not incur in gender 

stereotypes as much. Although this result may not be reliable due 

to the size of the sample, it would be interesting to investigate 

whether the educational practices of these families do not 

include gender stereotypes and whether this has any impact on 

the socioemotional well-being of the girls. 

Taken together, our results suggest that homeschooled 

children present similar indices of socioemotional well-being 

compared to school children, and that they score higher on some 

scales. It is important to point out that the measures of social 

adjustment, one of the main concerns of the studies that have 

evaluated the well-being of homeschooled children, do not 

reveal social interaction difficulties in homeschooled children. 

Moreover, no differences were found in family interactions 

(neither in the Family Problems scale nor in the Challenging 

Behaviour scale) compared to school children. This result could 

contribute towards modifying the image that, at least in Spain, is 

usually held of families that educate their children at home. 

These families, which, in our country, are even in an illegal 

situation, tend to be perceived as peculiar families, even 

marginal, far from the usual patterns of social interaction and 

from any context with a certain influence in society. Our results, 

in line with the few previous works carried out without prior 

interest or expectations (Guterman & Neuman, 2017a, 2017b), 

suggest the need for more studies to better understand the impact 

that this type of schooling has on children’s development.  

Lastly, this study is not exempt from limitations that 

restrict the scope of the results. Among the main limitations, it is 

necessary to point out the size of the sample and the lack of 

certain relevant information for the correct interpretation of the 

results. In this sense, the fact of working with a hidden sample 

makes it difficult to access the participants in a more direct way 

and to collect other types of relevant information, such as the 

educational level of the families, the reasons that led to the 

decision of homeschooling (religious issues, disagreement with 

the educational system, negative experiences in educational 

institutions, etc.), the methodology of teaching used in the family 

context or the time they have been homeschooling. All this 

variability can significantly impact the educational experience of 

students and, therefore, alter the results and their interpretation. 

In future studies, it would be necessary to have all this type of 

information. Another limitation has to do with the type of 

measures used, as we have only used questionnaires. This is a 

limitation shared with practically all the studies that analyse the 

socialization of homeschooled children, as Kuzman and Gaither 

(2020) point out, and that should be overcome in future works. 

Finally, our work is a cross-sectional study, and it would be 

interesting to know the long-term impact through longitudinal 

studies. Also, most of the studies have focused on Primary 

Education students (up to 12 years of age) and it would be 

interesting to focus efforts on determining whether, in the period 

of adolescence, due to the characteristics of this vital stage in 

which the family context loses weight compared to the 

importance of the group of friends, the results would be in the 

same vein. In the same sense, there is no research on the impact 

that home school has on access to university or working life in 

Spain.  

Despite these limitations, it is necessary to highlight that 

the main strength of our study lies in having managed to access 

a sample of homeschoolers in Spain. As previously indicated, the 

non-regularized situation of home school in Spain makes it 

difficult to access this type of participants for research and, 

therefore, the study of the impact of this educational modality on 

the psychological adjustment of students. Prior studies have been 

carried out in contexts in which home school is legalized and, to 

our knowledge, this is the first study in which non-legalized 

home school families have been evaluated. This study can 

contribute to open the space for research on the impact of home 

school on child development. In addition, knowing the 

characteristics of this population and the scope of this type of 

educational practice would serve to establish good educational 
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policies that ensure equal opportunities both for home school and 

school students. 
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