
An Introduction to Home-Learning in BC 

Home-based learning can afford families a great deal of freedom and flexibility. This is partly 
because it can be individualized and responsive to the child’s needs and partly because in 
BC there are a wide variety of home-learning pathways to choose from which vary in 
expectations, administration and legal status.


There are two important and somewhat separate choices that a home-learning parent needs 
to make: 

• whether to work within the school system or not, 


• what educational approach/methodology to choose


Within the school system, or outside of it?

BC is unique in Canada in that home-based learning can take place either under the 
umbrella of the Ministry of Education’s school system, or entirely outside of it. 


Outside the system:

If you decide to stay completely outside of the school system, you are legally considered to 
be “home schooling.” This is often referred to as being “registered” or as “Section 12 home 
schooling” after the part of the Education Act which is regulates this option. Each September 
you need to register your child as a home schooler by filling out a simple one-page 
document which identifies them and declares that you will not be sending them to school. 
Basically this informs that Ministry of Education that they are home schooling, so that they 
will not be considered truant. That’s all that needs to be done; you now have complete 
control over your home schooling program. In a year you will renew the registration. There is 
no permission necessary, and no oversight or substantial support is provided. (Some 
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“registration-friendly” independent schools provide a little support such as access to 
subscription services and/or up to $130 in financial support.)


Within the system: 

Distributed Learning is considered a form of alternative schooling in BC. It allows children to 
learn mostly or completely in a home-based environment while still being part of the school 
system. We refer to this option as DL, or “being enrolled,” and colloquially as “home 
learning” or “home-based learning.” (Sometimes, because it is simpler for people to 
understand, it is referred to as homeschooling even though legally according to the School 
Act that term applies only to Section 12 registrants. To avoid confusion it is best to avoid 
this.) DL programs are required to oversee the provision of the provincial curriculum to 
children. When enrolled in a DL program a teacher will be assigned, school records will be 
kept and there will be the expectation of reporting and supervision. The support provided by 
the program varies in quantity, format and style from program to program. Many programs 
provide funding of up to $600 per school year for educational experiences and consumable 
materials. Some provide part-time classroom experiences or field trips. Some have libraries 
of recommended curriculum materials that you can choose from. Many have subscriptions to 
online educational resources that they provide access to. Assigned teachers may be able to 
provide support and advice.


Reasons why parents might choose the DL (enrolled, in-the-system) option:


• They may lack confidence and believe they will be more comfortable having teacher 
oversight.


• They may feel that they as a parent need to be accountable to a teacher in order not to 
lose focus.


• A local DL program may offer appealing group-learning opportunities. 

• There may be someone important in their child’s life who objects to home schooling but 

who can be appeased by knowing they are enrolled in an alternative school program 
with oversight by a ‘real’ teacher.


• For the financial support.

• The child has documented special needs, and the funding available within the school 

system provides necessary supports.




• For political, community or moral reasons, the parent prefers to use their child’s 
enrolment to direct educational funding to a particular school or district.


• At the Grades 10-12 levels: to simplify the application process to colleges and 
universities, since DL students receive exactly the same diploma that school students 
do.


• To lay the groundwork for a successful transition to regular school attendance in a 
student who lacks confidence or (rarely) who needs grade adjustment in order to have 
needs adequately met once attending a regular school.


Reasons why parents might choose the registered (outside-the-system) option:


• They don’t need anything from the DL system that justifies the time and energy that 
would have to be devoted to reporting / compliance.


• They want to be able to completely ignore provincial expectations for the content and 
pace of learning.


• For logistical or lifestyle reasons, reporting to an assigned teacher would be difficult.

• For political or moral reasons they want full responsibility for their child’s education.

• Their child is happier and learns better without any hint of governmental hoops to jump 

through.


What if…. 

… you can’t decide? or change your mind? or things don’t work out? or your child balks? or 
circumstances change? 

Don’t worry, no decision is permanent! Children and families and their needs change, 
sometimes at inconvenient or unexpected times. That’s okay! For children who move from 
Section 12 registration to enrolment in a DL program or into school or out of it the process is 
normally straightforward and seamless. Children are put in their age-grade and that’s that. 
You don’t need to do anything to ‘prove’ that they are at grade level or that they ‘completed’ 
a previous grade.




Choices concerning educational style: 
Deschooling v., intrans.  
The process of questioning and gradually discarding assumptions and expectations about education 
that are based on years of participation in the mainstream school system, and which don’t apply 
outside of that system.


The field is wide open when it comes to choices of educational style. Most of how education 
works in a schooling situation is dictated by the institutional group-based nature of 
schooling, not by fundamental truths about how children learn. Most home-learning families 
will adjust their approach many times as they go. Generally speaking it is a good idea not to 
plan too carefully or commit too deeply to a home-learning approach at the outset, since few 
people will be lucky enough to hit upon the optimal approach from day one. The more work 
you’ve put into your initial plan, the less willing you’ll be to toss it if it isn’t working. Good 
home education is based on philosophical principles and beliefs, and has ongoing 
responsive feedback loops:  

There is an endless variety of homes learning styles, and the definitions and labels vary from 
place to place and time to time. The most important thing is to become aware of how wide-
open the field is, how few rules there are, how much flexibility and creativity you have at your 
disposal. Spend some time reading and talking about how different home learning families 
do things.




Here is a loose glossary based on how some current terms are often used, though these are 
neither fixed, universal nor exclusive definitions:


unschooling: learning as if school doesn’t exist; mostly unstructured “life-learning;” any 
curriculum use is driven wholly by the child


classical: structured, highly language-based, built upon three learning stages

traditional: textbook- and paper-based, “school at home”


unit study: cross-curricular topics often chosen by the child, with various projects, 
experiences, readings and assignments organized by the parent around the theme


project-based: typically a child-chosen project, facilitated by the parent, often hands-on and 
open-ended


child-led: usually a parent-facilitated approach, but with the structure taking into account 
and responding to the child’s interests and levels of motivation


eclectic: any combination of the above, usually with certain subject areas being more 
structured and parent-led than others


In addition to the choice of methodology, there’s the separate issue of scheduling. Some 
families like the expectation of discrete blocks of learning time from Monday to Friday, 
September to June, often anchored by an hour or two of academic work in the mornings. 
Other families might like the idea of “school time” but prefer a non-school-like schedule that 
utilizes summers, evenings or weekends instead. Some families simply set weekly goals with 
complete flexibility about when tasks are completed. Other families prefer no overall 
structure, just a rhythm to daily life that encourages self-motivated engagement with learning 
activities and occasional reminders if certain areas have been relatively neglected.




Putting both choices together: type of structure vs. registration/
enrolment 

There is a loose relationship between the style of home learning (and its degree of structure) 
and the choice families make between registered and enrolled status. Distributed Learning 
overall tends to be the more structured option while families who are on the less structured 
end of the spectrum tend to gravitate to registered status:




There are exceptions, for sure: an over-the-edge unschooling family with a supportive liaison 
teacher could enrol with a DL program known for its flexibility, and comfortably reside on the 
upper bright green edge of the Distributed Learners bar. A religiously-motivated family might 
use a highly structured American Christian curriculum and happily exist in the lower blue 
edge of the Registered Homeschoolers bar.




The Nuts and Bolts


Your child must be either registered or enrolled by September 30th of each year from the 
calendar year in which they turn 6 until they turn 16. 


Registration is usually done in September. You have two options for where to register:


• your local catchment public school (Make sure they know you are not asking to enrol in 
the district’s DL program! School administrators can be quite fuzzy about the difference 
and usually have a strong preference for ongoing oversight by the Ministry; make sure 
you know your rights.)


• a “registering-friendly” independent school anywhere in the province, some of which 
pass along some or all of the $150 they get from the Ministry for doing the paperwork; 
usually you can scan and upload any necessary documentation


For Enrolment, you have many options. Most DL schools will enrol students from anywhere 
in the province, with communication, resources and reporting based online. It is best to 
organize your enrolment before the summer break so that you know the program has room 
and you already have a teacher assigned and some sort of planning in place by the first 
week of the school year. Here are some things to consider:

• some DL programs are run by public school districts, while others are independent 

school programs; the rules and expectations vary only slightly, with the main difference 
being that independent schools can fund and (or even require) the use of religious 
education materials


• some offer or require participation in a part-time classroom component, typically one or 
two days a week


• some are much more supportive of unschooling and unstructured/ecletic approaches 
than others


• some easily accommodate a child who is working at a range of grade levels

• some offer particularly attractive funding models for children with designated special 

needs (you might need to get on a wait list early)

• some have a library of curriculum materials for you to use, while others prefer to advise 

and support you in finding what works best for you and your child




• some require occasional face-to-face meetings, while others use email, Skype, phone, 
etc.


• some require written work samples to be submitted each term in main subject areas

• some don’t require work samples, but expect regular or more extensive narrative-style 

reporting

• some use a “course delivery” model, whereby they provide subject-by-subject 

educational program normally in an online format and your child ends up working more 
directly with the teacher (Note: Due to graduation credit requirements and the different 
funding model, all DL programs primarily use the course delivery approach for Grades 
10-12.)


All these factors change from year to year, or even more often, so the best way to make a 
choice is to ask other home learning families for up-to-date recommendations based on your 
current priorities.


Important Primary Resources 

Most families enter the home-learning stream in a straightforward fashion and don’t 
encounter any obstacles. Occasionally a parent will bump up against an administrator with a 
self-serving agenda, a strong bias against home learning or just a lot of confusion about 
what the rules are. In such cases it is important to be crystal clear in your own mind what 
your rights are and how the process works. Calm confidence is almost always the best 
tactic. The following resources may be helpful:


• 	 The BC School Act. Particularly Section 1 (which defines an “educational program”), 
and Sections 3, 3.1, 12, 13 and 14


• The School Act also contains information on parental and rights and responsibilities 
and dispute resolution which apply to DL programs as much as to ordinary public 
schools.


• The BC Home Learners website has a helpful “Getting Started” section. 

• The Ministry of Education oversees public and independent DL programs according to 

policies that change from time to time, although they must of course always be 
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consistent with the School Act. If you are being told things that don’t make sense, look 
up the current iteration of the policies on the government’s website. There are separate 
sections for public school policy and independent school policy.
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