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A B S T R A C T   

As a response to prevent the spread of COVID-19, during the spring of 2020, home schooling replaced classroom 
education. From the social worker’s perspective, this paper explores how home school was organised among the 
social work client families and what types of resources were needed and launched to control the complexity of 
home schooling during the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic. The conceptual frameworks applied to theorise the 
self-organisation of home school and how resources were mobilised are complexity theory and social capital 
theory. The empirical analysis is based on digital diaries written by 33 Finnish social workers and analysed using 
a thematic qualitative content analysis. 

The findings demonstrate the intertwined combination of social (social environment and communication), 
human (cultural, psychological and pedagogical) and physical (technological, spatial and biological) capital 
needed for the successful self-organising of home schooling. These capitals cannot predict the emergence of 
successful home schooling, nor can they function as a resource alone because self-organisation requires inter-
actions between all essential dimensions. The results provide a deeper understanding for social work pro-
fessionals regarding schooling and organising multidimensional support for children and their families.   

1. Introduction 

In the spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic spread around the 
world. Combating the pandemic required swift actions from not only 
nation states, but also from all types of authorities. Like many other 
countries, Finland opted for a lockdown strategy and closed schools 
during the lockdown. The school closure continued for two months, 
from 18 March to 14 May 2020. Home schooling replaced classroom 
education, and school operations were based on distance teaching, on-
line learning and self-studying. The transformation from classrooms to 
home schooling happened quickly. Studies have conceptualised the 
change as ‘emergency remote education’, highlighting how it differed 
from ‘planned distance education’ or ‘online learning’ (Beattie et al., 
2021; Díaz, 2021; Trust & Whalen, 2021). 

The transition ‘to emergency remote education’ required quick 

adaptation from schools, children and their families. Most parents had 
little time to arrange schooling settings at home and to get prepared to 
support their child’s education (Lee et al., 2021). Suddenly, students 
were expected to direct and regulate learning on their own. Especially 
for children at the elementary school level and those with special needs, 
the success of home schooling depended on their family’s capacity to 
facilitate learning and provide support (Beattie et al., 2021). As a 
complex educational system, school is organised through countless 
formal and informal dimensions, such as schedules, peers and educa-
tional support, which may not be perceived at our everyday con-
sciousness. The transition from classrooms to home school during the 
pandemic made many of these dimensions visible because they were 
lacking and had to be self-organised at home. School closures turned into 
a disruptive process with great challenges; however, it also provided 
unique opportunities to explore the essential dimensions of home school 
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and its self-organisation. 
In the current study, home school is conceptualised as a metaphor for 

a spatial and social arrangement where children and their parents—or 
other everyday carers—were placed into emergency remote education 
during the beginning of the pandemic. Adaptation to unfamiliar roles 
and schooling settings was challenging in many families (Häkkilä et al., 
2020; Koskela et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2021; Pozas et al., 2021; Spinelli 
et al., 2020). In this situation specifically, social work professionals have 
been the frontline workers who have witnessed the struggles of the 
children and families, as well as the effects of home schooling, during 
the pandemic. However, empirical studies on social workers’ perspec-
tives on home schooling are lacking. In the present article, we search for 
answers to two questions from the social workers’ viewpoints. First, how 
was home school organised in these families? Second, what types of 
resources were utilised in the families to control the complexity of home 
schooling during the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic. The conceptual 
frameworks applied to theorise self-organisation of home schooling and 
mobilising resources are complexity theory and social capital theory 
(Coleman, 1988; 1990). The data consist of 33 diaries, where social 
workers wrote about their observations and experiences during the 
spring of 2020. The diaries were analysed using a thematic qualitative 
content analysis. 

2. Exploring home schooling during the COVID-19 pandemic 

The context of the current study is Finland, specifically during the 
spring of 2020, a time when education was based on distance learning 
and online teaching at home schools. In addition to school closures, the 
Finnish government recommended keeping physical distance, remote 
working and families to take care of their children at home. At the same 
time, as students’ needs for support increased, social and health care 
services, such as mental and school health services, were either 
completely closed, operated within a limited capacity or shifted online 
(FINEEC, 2020; Savilahti et al., 2021). Despite the closure, the Finnish 
school system succeeded rather well through the spring of 2020: schools 
shifted to the use of digital platforms in a flexible way and developed 
operating methods for teaching (FINEEC, 2020; OECD, 2020). Digitally 
and academically speaking, the country is well equipped for online 
learning because it is one of the most advanced digital economies in the 
EU in terms of digital skills, digital connectivity and internet user ac-
tivity (European Commission, 2020). In general, the adult population is 
highly educated and hence, academically well equipped to support the 
home schooling of their children (Statistics Finland, 2020). 

Shifting from school settings to home schooling on a short notice was 
a remarkable challenge for the children and their families. Most of the 
Finnish students were satisfied with home schooling (OECD, 2020; 
FINEEC, 2020; Save the Children, 2020). Nevertheless, many faced 
difficulties in studying and well-being because of home schooling 
(FINEEC, 2020; Koskela et al., 2020; Salmela-Aro et al., 2021; Save the 
children, 2020). Home schooling was a confusing and novel concept for 
Finnish families; it affected many areas of life, such as the use of shared 
family space, daily routines and schedules, as well as positioning as the 
parent (Häkkilä et al., 2020; Koskela et al., 2020.) Finnish studies have 
suggested that the main challenges at home schooling have been vari-
ations in support received from the students’ parents, functioning of the 
IT equipment needed in distant learning and students’ self-directiveness 
for learning. The students experienced problems with patience, dis-
tractions, a lack of dedicated working space, increased workload or too 
difficult tasks and insufficient educational support (FINEEC, 2020; 
OECD, 2020; Save the Children, 2020). 

Globally speaking, studies on home schooling during the lockdown 
have highlighted the negative impacts on children’s health, social well- 
being and learning motivation. The harmful effects include symptoms of 
anxiety, stress, depression, a decrease in physical activity and an in-
crease in screen time and digital gaming, as well as the irregularity of 
everyday rhythms, including sleeping and eating). Moreover, an 

increase in the alcohol use, the risk of family violence and child 
maltreatment has been addressed in several studies (Brown et al., 2020; 
Griffith, 2020; Kauhanen et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2021; Mælan et al., 
2021; Usher et al., 2020; in Finnish context see Lavonen & Salmela-Aro 
2022; Ng et al., 2021; Save the Children 2020). Not all families, how-
ever, experienced the negative effects of home schooling, instead seeing 
some positive effects, such as increased leisure time with family. During 
home schooling, students experienced fewer disturbances, increased 
flexibility, creative learning, less anxiety because of decreased contact 
with peers and decreased exam pressure (Bubb & Jones, 2020; FINEEC, 
2020; OECD, 2020; Thorell et al., 2021). Nevertheless, parents have 
found distance education functioned poorly, with insufficient support 
from schools and limited contact with teachers. They felt, among other 
things, that the primary responsibility for managing schooling was 
shifted to them. They faced difficulties in embracing the contents of the 
curriculum, the lack of pedagogical and technical skills and a lack of 
understanding regarding the new learning environment. The imposed 
teaching roles for which parents were not trained left some unable to 
cope with the expectations and demands of the educational institutions. 
(Bol, 2020; Brown et al., 2020; Chartier et al., 2021; Pozas et al., 2021; 
Thorell et al., 2021; in Finnish context see Häkkilä et al., 2020; Koskela 
et al., 2020; Sorkkila & Aunola 2022.). 

Finally, studies have suggested that home schooling had the most 
negative impact on students with special needs and support, difficulties 
in mental health and language minority and migrant backgrounds 
(Bones et al., 2020; FINEEC, 2020; Kauhanen et al., 2022; Mælan et al., 
2021; Nusser, 2021; OECD, 2020; Save the Children, 2020; Thorell et al., 
2021). Home schooling may have a greater harmful effect on low- 
achieving students with low self-efficacy (Mælan et al., 2021). The 
home-schooling setting may have exacerbated the existing digital in-
equalities because not all children have access to an internet connection 
and the digital devices needed for successful online education (Bones 
et al., 2020; Díaz, 2021; FINEEC, 2020). 

3. Theoretical models 

3.1. Conceptualising the resources required for home schooling: physical, 
human and social capital 

The challenges related to the transition to home schooling has raised 
the question of what kind of resources and their mobilisation are needed 
for the successful operation of home schooling. One of the most adopted 
frameworks in educational and family research for conceptualising ‘re-
sources’ is social capital theory (e.g., Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). 
In his work theorising the family background of a child, Coleman 
divided resources adopted from the family into three components: 
physical capital, human capital and social capital. Within the family, all 
forms of capital can facilitate productive activity and be used for sup-
porting a child’s academic achievements. 

Coleman suggested that physical capital is ‘being embodied in 
observable material form’ (Coleman, 1988, pp. S100–101). He claimed 
that physical capital is ‘ordinally a private good, and property rights 
make it possible for the person who invests in physical capital to capture 
the benefits it produces’ (Coleman, 1990, pp. 315–316). Physical capital 
is a wholly tangible form of capital that can be used for producing 
products. As such, it can provide material resources that can help a 
student, such as having a fixed place for studying at home, appropriate 
nutrition and well-functioning technical devices (Coleman, 1988; 1990, 
pp. 304, 315–316). Human capital, in turn, is embodied in the skills and 
knowledge acquired by a person. Education is one form of human capital 
that can be invested in to acquire other capital, for example, through 
higher-paying jobs, higher professional status or improved communi-
cation skills. Within a family, human capital provides the potential for a 
cognitive environment for the child that aids learning (Coleman, 1988; 
1990, pp. 304, 316). 

The concept of social capital may be the most developed and best- 
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known innovation of resource theorising. According to Coleman, social 
capital is ‘the structure of relations between and among actors’ (1990, p. 
302; 1988) that engage people in the social interactions, relationships 
and networks that are beneficiary for them. Three forms of social capital 
have been identified: obligations and expectations, information-flow 
capability and norms accompanied by effective sanctions. In a com-
munity, like in a school or family, norms direct energy for accepted 
activities by sanctioning and rewarding (Coleman, 1990). Coleman 
(1988) suggested that social capital can be used for achieving other 
capital, and it is essential for the creation of human capital for the next 
generation; he highlighted that human capital would be relevant to a 
child’s educational growth only if social capital is mobilised and utilised 
in upbringing and education. Social capital within the family can offer a 
child access to the adult’s human capital, but this depends on the 
physical presence of, and attention permitted by an adult to the child in 
the family. Hence, social capital that has value for a child’s educational 
development can also be found outside the family. External social cap-
ital can be derived from the community and can consist of the social 
relationships that exist in the family or relations with the social in-
stitutions (Coleman, 1988). 

3.2. Modelling the home-schooling process and environment: The 
complexity theory 

Social capital theory can conceptualise what individual and collec-
tive resources are needed for a functioning home school, but it does not 
allow for conceptualising the systemic formation process of the home 
school in the family. In conceptualising these systemic principles of 
formation, we adopt complexity theory, which provides a set of concepts 
that enable different ways of viewing a research object (Bousquet & 
Curtis, 2011; Kuhn, 2018; Ward, 1995). From this large set of theories, 
we utilise the concepts of emergence, nonlinearity and self-organisation. 

Byrne (2005, p. 97) defined complexity theory as ‘the interdisci-
plinary understanding of reality as composed of complex open systems 
with emergent properties and transformational potential’. One of the 
key principles is that the world is seen as an entity where things and 
phenomena are intertwined, and these entities cannot be understood by 
breaking them down into parts and examining the parts one by one. 
Thus, the principle of emergence suggests that the whole is something 
more than the sum of its parts (e.g., Kuhn, 2018, p. 77). Moreover, 
‘complex systems’ are system parts or subsystems that are connected and 
that interact with each other in multiple ways (Sanger & Giddings, 
2012). Social groups, such as families, are made up of people interacting 
with one another in multiple and contingent ways to form a complex 
adaptive system (Stevens & Cox, 2008). 

Complex systems operate and adapt, self-organise by themselves, 
here through internal and external interaction and stimulation (Stevens 
& Cox, 2008). Self-organisation follows whenever new stimuli are 
introduced to the system and reaction is required. This is, in terms of 
complexity, a bifurcation point, where the system oscillates between two 
or more possibilities. Because these types of stimuli are repeated, the 
system meets continuous bifurcation points, which require reflecting 
and making choices that could further restrain or enable the available 
options in the future. In the case of home schooling, the interactions 
between school and home reaches the bifurcation point, at which some 
type of reaction is expected from a family or student to organise 
schooling. 

Complexity theory states that the most optimal state of the system is 
at the edge of chaos, or the border between the static and chaotic states of 
the system. At the edge of chaos, the system maintains creative growth 
by having the necessary interaction between the parts of the system, 
combining negative and positive feedback and maintaining a sufficient 
structure to ensure a degree of continuity and stability (Hudson, 2000; 
Stevens & Cox, 2008; Ward, 1995). In this case, constant encountering of 
bifurcation points will lead to self-organisation. If the system, in this 
case ‘home school,́ is in too static a condition, it would not be prone to 

learn, able to receive information for its evolvement or capable of 
adapting. At the other extreme, in a chaotic phase, the elements of 
disordered behaviour, several extensive claims, a lack of necessary 
resources or insufficient interactions between them cause the family to 
be unable to bring about the novel emergence of home school (Stevens & 
Cox, 2008; Ward, 1995). 

One of the key elements of complexity theory is the proposition of the 
nonproportional relation between cause and effect, in other words, 
nonlinearity. Complex systems can adapt, evolve and change the rules of 
the interaction. Because the behaviour of complex systems is a nonlinear 
process, these systems are often unpredictable (Stevens & Cox, 2008). 
Small random changes in one area can lead to large-scale changes in 
others (Green & McDermott, 2010; Stevens & Cox, 2008). Therefore, the 
possibilities to predict the emergence of the system or effect of any in-
terventions are limited (Sanger & Giddings, 2012). The stability and 
order can arise spontaneously as the individual dimensions of a system 
cooperate and impose constraints on each other to adapt to fulfil the 
needs (Graham, 2009; Stevens & Cox, 2008). This may surprisingly 
cause antichaos because disordered systems spontaneously emerge in a 
highly functional order (Graham, 2009). 

4. Methodology: data, ethics and methods 

The analysis focused on home schooling, a spatial and social 
arrangement where children and their families were placed for emer-
gency remote education during the first wave of the pandemic. We have 
analysed the resources adopted and self-organisation mobilised in a 
unique environment where the principles of ‘glocal’ complex systems, 
that is, emergence and nonlinearity, become evident. The data utilised 
consist of 33 diaries written by Finnish social workers during the spring 
of 2020. In mid-March 2020, the research team posted a diary writing 
request to a closed Facebook group of social work professionals; they 
were asked to write diaries about three issues, as follows: What kinds of 
observations and experiences do you have about the phenomena and 
challenges that occur in the lives of social work clients during the 
pandemic? What challenges do social work, and its practices face during 
a pandemic? What kind of thoughts does the pandemic period evoke in 
you as a social work professional? 

The research ethics followed the national guidelines of the Finnish 
National Board on Research Integrity (TENK, 2019, pp. 47–67). The 
gathered background information was limited; only their age, gender, 
professional title, education, current working title and the main client 
groups with whom the participant was working were asked. Because the 
participants wrote their diaries as individuals and licenced social work 
practitioners, no institutional background information was collected. 
Most of the employees who described the activities of children and 
families in their notes worked in child protection, immigration services 
and schools with a role to support families and students, and help 
finding solutions to their problems. The authors were informed that they 
may write at their own pace, but the diaries were requested to be 
composed until the end of May 2020. Before sending the diaries to the 
research team at the beginning of June, the participants were informed 
by a specific letter that sending the diaries to the research team meant 
giving one’s informed consent. Moreover, the participants were told 
about their right to withdraw from the study, secure data storing and 
processing practices, as well as ensuring that no individual agents or 
units will be identifiable in the forthcoming publications. All identifiable 
information was anonymised from the data. Finally, 33 diaries were 
returned to the encrypted project e-mail. In total, 94,139 words were 
collected. 

For the current article, the diary data were analysed using ATLAS.ti 
data analysis software. At first, all notes about children, youth, students 
and pupils were searched from the data (379 notes). After removing 
some irrelevant notes, such as mentions of the author’s own children, 
the data were coded. Coding was performed by applying a qualitative 
content analysis (Yin, 2011) to identify and organise notes (mentions 
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and sentences) that referred to home schooling. In the next coding cycle, 
the dimensions of home school were coded, seeking answers to the 
following question: What is mentioned as a benefit, success, expectation, 
feature, advantage, disadvantage or shortcoming related to home school? 
The dimension was conceptualised as material or immaterial and single 
part, element or component of the home school that the social workers 
identified as existing or non-existent. In the data, critical observations of 
the home schooling were prevalent because the social workers were 
especially asked to write about the challenges occurring in the lives of 
their clients during the pandemic. The findings were classified and 
organised in terms of three forms of capital: social, human and physical. 
Finally, indications according to the complexity theory were searched 
from the data. The theory can enable reconceptualisation of the data and 
make the elements of a self-organisation process of home schooling 
visible. 

5. Results 

5.1. Mobilising social capital for home schooling 

The social capital identified for home schooling emerged in two di-
mensions: social environment and communication which are both essential 
for reaching a bifurcation point. The basis for the social environment 
dimension was an adult or person physically or virtually present and 
able to care, give attention and help the child with their studies. This 
adult was usually the parent or worker at the child protection unit. The 
social workers reported about families that were overloaded with the 
increased school-related obligations and expectations, as well as with 
the new challenges that came with balancing work and childcare. Access 
to external resources, such as public childcare or grandparents, was 
limited because of the claims for physical distancing (also Powell, 2020). 
According to the social workers, the situation became worst in single 
parent families, families with several small children or children with 
special needs: 

This single mother who works in the health care sector, doing two shifts, 
with an 11-year-old child who has big problems with emotional and 
behavioural regulation. Their family’s daily logistics just don’t work when 
grandparents can’t help. (D11/20/03/30). 

One of the social workers’ main concerns was the well-being of the 
parents because they usually recovered at home and needed some pri-
vate time without their children. Instead of recovering during school 
days, they were now assigned extra responsibilities from school (Salin 
et al., 2020): families were expected to organise not only schooling, but 
also breaks, playtimes and other activities, especially for primary 
schoolers during the schooldays. Consequently, the social workers re-
ported high levels of parental stress and the escalating need for child 
protection services because the families were unable to respond to the 
multilapping claims during home schooling in social isolation. Simul-
taneous extensive claims (excessive stimuli) to the family system caused 
a chaotic phase, preventing any evolving necessary for adaptation: 

—violence escalates between both parent and children and between sib-
lings. There are signs of strap usage and tossing/scraping by. The worst 
brawl originated from when the primary school-aged children did not 
settle down for their home school assignments. (D2/20/04/29). 

The families struggling with various difficulties, such as dysfunc-
tional family dynamics, violence, substance abuse and mental health 
problems, had inadequate resources to organise advantageous social 
environments for their child’s home schooling. Moreover, home 
schooling was not only an arrangement implemented at home and be-
tween the closest family members, but also the interplay between home 
and school systems. As such, this required communication between 
students and teachers. 

The social workers constantly advised families to contact teachers 
about challenges in schooling, and they also contacted schools on behalf 

of their clients. The parents’ readiness to contact a teacher was affected 
by one’s social and human capital, for example, communication skills 
and cultural differences in the tendency to give and ask for advice. In 
particular, the social workers were worried about the students who 
completely disappeared. 

More reports are starting to come that children have not been reached 
from the school at all. (D17/20/04/9) 

During their closure, schools began to report to child protection 
about their students who were ‘lost’. Missing communication is a sign of 
a closed system that is unable to receive information for its evolvement 
and therefore stay in stagnation. 

However, in some cases, self-organised family dynamics led to un-
predictable results. For some clients, isolated circumstances aggravated 
existing problems or created new ones, but for some, home schooling 
was a positive experience and that helped them flourish in the bubble of 
isolation (also Chartier et al., 2021): 

It was strange to note that parents who had not been able to cope before, 
despite the support family, day care/school or support person, left all 
services on break and managed very well. Those students who needed 
strong support at school and the presence of an adult managed distance 
learning at home. (D4/20/05/28). 

In these types of families, the changes in social circumstances func-
tioned as a launching point for adaptation. As the unexpected antichaos 
emerged, they were able to mobilise their capitals in a novel way, 
organising highly functional home schooling. 

5.2. Applying human capital in home schooling 

Three forms of human capital affecting the home school arrange-
ments were identified in the analysis: cultural, emotional and peda-
gogical. The cultural dimension was related to family culture, values, 
emergent linguistic skills and digital competencies. Each family repre-
sents their own culture, including values, which affect how they react to 
events, what they appreciate and how they live their lives. Likewise, 
each school and teacher have their own cultures and values. The social 
workers’ diary entries manifest how the value differences between 
families and schools influenced home schooling. Occasionally, the views 
about home schooling led to conflicts, requiring negotiations between 
agents: 

During the corona, these differences in values seemed to worsen. The 
school’s vision was to ensure that students did not laze themselves at 
home. (D27/20/04/21) 

One of the most common tensions described by the social workers 
followed from the contradictory opinions about the sources of the 
challenges in home schooling. In this setting, the social workers posi-
tioned themselves in an intermediating position: they helped teachers, 
students and families evaluate challenges, decrease tensions, solve cul-
tural conflicts and increase mutual understanding (Romakkaniemi et al., 
2021). By assisting interaction, they supported achieving a bifurcation 
point. Negotiations were not always that plain because, for example, 
joint language did not exist. To understand the instructions given by the 
school and help the child study, a certain level of linguistic skills was 
required from the parent. In addition, digital competencies to support 
the child in using the digital devices, connecting to the internet, 
acquiring passwords and using the applications was a real advantage for 
the parent. In particular, small children and students with special needs 
are obliged to rely on their family’s ability to help with technology (Page 
et al., 2021): 

I can’t even imagine how it would be possible for adults to support their 
children in studying if they do not have Finnish language skills, the ability 
to interpret the teacher’s instructions or use the equipment that their child 
is supposed to be using. (D22/20/03/30) 
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Home schooling is a real challenge as Wilma passwords [application for 
communication between school and home] are missing from some clients 
who cannot/don’t have energy to help the child in teaching. (D17/20/ 
03/15) 

Every new requirement or information from the school was stimuli 
affecting the home school system and causing a bifurcation point, which 
required a reaction. In their diaries, the social workers described many 
types of reactions, as their clients’ mental expressions towards home 
schooling. The emotions expressed by the children and their parents 
were fear and anxiety, as well as feeling stressed, exhausted and safe 
(Thorell et al., 2020). Mental expressions were related to, for instance, a 
lack of support and difficulty in school assignments. In addition, the 
social workers noted that the family’s ability to maintain daily routines 
for sleeping, dining and leisure times supported home schooling. During 
the school closure, some students, especially teenagers, were prone to 
impulses and were distracted from studying by other activities, such as 
excessive gaming (see Shenhav et al., 2013; Martarelli et al., 2021). The 
social workers wrote the following: 

A teenager just plays and gets angry if you try to restrict it— (D16/20/ 
04/14) 
A message from one of the teens in the middle of the night that he can’t 
cope with. Many have their sleeping rhythms messed up, and there’s no 
schedule for the school day. (D4/20/03/26) 

The pedagogic dimension of human capital in conducting home 
schooling refers to the adoption of academic knowledge and inputs for 
studying and teaching within the family. Even though the schools had 
the main educational responsibility, families had to take educational 
positions to assist in home schooling. This required some understanding 
from the parents about the current schoolwork and ways of teaching. 
The social workers reported on their own and the parents’ uncertainty 
about assisting children with school assignments because their concep-
tions of the school world were outdated: 

A social counsellor is expected to act as a mother for the children and 
home school assistant. There is neither experience and, in fact, under-
standing of the current school world. (D14/20/04/06) 

The adults’ experiences of schooling and understanding of studying 
methods may have originated from their own childhood or foreign 
culture. Thus, children were located amid conflicting expectations when 
educational conceptions of home and school collided. In their diaries, 
the social workers repeatedly reflected on inadequate educational sup-
port from school, leading to failed school assignments and overwhelmed 
parents (Chartier et al., 2021; Page et al., 2021). For many children, self- 
studying was more complicated than studying in the classroom and they 
would have needed intensive pedagogic contributions (capitals) from 
the school. 

In cases where the child did not achieve academic expectations, not 
only families, but also social workers, were obliged to organise addi-
tional educational support. They were forced to observe schooling per-
formance, evaluate problems in performance and inform the school of 
the challenges. Once again, social workers implemented internal and 
external interaction for reaching a bifurcation point. In this case 
reasonable adjustment in the studies of children who were unable to 
attain necessary educational support: 

After several students were exhausted because of the school burden, I 
contacted the school about their issues and demanded adjustments. (D27/ 
20/04/21) 

Despite the calls for educational interventions and support, not all 
the schools were responding to the students’ needs. Promoting support 
required both knowledge of the student’s rights and advocacy from 
parents and social workers. A lack of pedagogical capital was a notable 
blockade in a nonlinear self-organisation process. Home schooling was 
about balancing at the edge of chaos between educational support and 

demands. According to the social workers, this balance was sometimes 
spontaneously organised at home schools for the students who had 
previously experienced school setting as too demanding. The emergence 
of a home school evolved through constant beneficial choices at various 
bifurcation points. For some, the successful choices were individually 
scaled school assignments, a favourable learning environment or dedi-
cated educational support: 

Some families also told me that during home schooling, they haven’t had 
to be nervous about the teacher calling and telling them how bad the day 
has gone or receiving Wilma-message about bad behaviour [Wilma is an 
application for communication between school and home]. For some 
children, the school environment is too demanding, and if the home has 
the resources, the home environment can serve as a better learning envi-
ronment. (D30/20/Week13) 

5.3. Physical capital dimensions of the home school 

In addition to social and human capital, the dimension of physical 
capital played a role in home school. In fact, physical capital, in many 
respects, appeared as a condition for the mobilisation of the two other 
forms of capital because here, physical capital refers to the financial 
resources for providing the necessities and other material resources that 
can aid the child in academic achievements. Three types of physical 
capital were distinguished in the analysis: technical, spatial and 
corporal. 

First, the technical dimension of physical capital refers to access to 
technological supplies and devices required for home schooling. Usu-
ally, teaching was organised via online video applications, which 
required a laptop, smartphone or tablet and high-speed internet 
connection: 

An example from a family with three school-aged children. They have no 
computers, and the young have tried to attend distance teaching by their 
mobile phones. The school informed that it is not able to loan any com-
puters. Eventually, I managed school to borrow tablets for them, but it is 
impossible to download the Teams app to tablets, through which most of 
the lessons are organised. (D27/20/04/13) 

Without access to school lessons and assignments, families were 
unable to evolve from being a ‘home’ to being a ‘home school’. They 
stayed in their stable condition because they could not achieve the 
interaction required for the bifurcation processes. In their diaries, the 
social workers drew stories about various forms of digital inequality. 
Families with low income or several children were not able to provide 
the required up-to-date devices for all their children. Digital inequality 
was not solely dependent on the economic status of the family, but also 
geography and location because the high-speed internet connection was 
not available everywhere. Besides technical equipment, the entries in 
diaries manifested in how home schooling required spatial and other 
material resources from families, such as a place to study, a desk, a chair 
and some other school supplies and how, in this respect, low-income 
households were poorly equipped. The social workers reported on 
assisting families in these cases: 

A mother applied supplementary social assistance the past week for the 
vocational school student’s desk and chair because of distance studying. 
(D16/20/05/14) 
A fifth-grade child from a poor family sent to me a message that her math 
notebook is full and there is no other notebook at home. (D27/20/03/ 
19) 

The major physical dimension of the home school mentioned in the 
diaries focused on the children’s corporal well-being, nutrition and the 
daily meal during the school days. Because school canteens were closed, 
the school meals, usually provided free of charge by the school, had to be 
organised by the families. In addition to the increase in food expenses 
caused by meals, families were obliged to prepare meals and remind 
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their children about mealtimes. Later, during the spring of 2020, all 
schools started to offer meals to students, with variations in quality, 
quantity and organisation of distribution. Picking up meals from the 
school placed families in different positions in terms of geographical 
location and financial and social resources: 

They are financially tight and also need to save on food. At school, the 
children would get food. It is possible to pick up food from the school, but 
they have a long trip to go by car and do not have the money to buy fuel. 
(D13/20/04/05) 
The school only gives food to the guardian, but the guardian is not able to 
pick it up because of a mental problem. (D17/20/04/07) 

According to the social workers, picking up meals was not possible 
for all the families because they had no money for the fuel or could not 
comply with the other expectations set by the schools, referring here to 
issues such as timetables or personal requirements. Thus, lack of phys-
ical capital was limiting options at the bifurcation points by preventing 
external interaction and blocking self-organisation of home schooling. 

6. Discussion 

In the current study, we have analysed home schooling and its con-
ditions in the context of emergency remote education. During the first 
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, the schools were closed, and families 
were expected to organise their children’s home schooling. Conse-
quently, two research questions were presented: 1) How was home 
school organised in families? 2) What types of capital were mobilised for 
organising home school successfully? These questions were explored 
through the diary data, where social workers described their perceptions 
of home schooling from working with their clients and examining the 

effects of the school closures on these families. 
In the spring of 2020, the emerging viral outbreak was unexpected 

and required adaptive resources from families. Many educational re-
sources provided earlier by the school were not transferable to the home 
school. Even though the same types of educational resources required 
presumably existed at the school, they were context bound and 
remained at the school. Consequently, the children and their families 
were pushed towards new stimuli and into a chain of changes where 
they self-organised and adapted through constant encounters with bifur-
cation points, requiring reflection and choices to be made that could 
further restrict or broaden available options in the future (see Fig. 1.). 
This manifests how environmental conditions, the feedback through 
various elements of the system as well as changes in other systems forced 
the home school system to continuously evolve (Hudson, 2000; Stevens 
& Cox, 2008; Ward 1995). 

From the beginning, the families started to mobilise their capitals for 
home school purposes. However, as the entries in the social workers’ 
diaries have demonstrated, some client families failed because the 
families’ capitals could only function as a pre-existing potentiality for 
the emergence (see Goldstein, 2018, p. 510). Some families stayed in 
their stable or stagnant mode and were unable to reach bifurcation points 
because of insufficient interactions between the home and school sys-
tems or between the people within the family system. Therefore, they 
would not be prone to learn, able to receive information or capable of 
adapting from being ‘a home’ to ‘a home school’. For some families who 
met several simultaneous and extensive claims, the lack of necessary 
capitals or insufficient interactions caused a chaotic phase. In chaos, they 
were unable to reflect and learn; the choices made at the bifurcation 
points further limited their options (Stevens & Cox, 2008; Ward, 1995). 

The successful emergence of home schooling in the families followed 

Fig. 1. Self-organisation of home school at the edge of chaos.  

L. Tiitinen et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 



Children and Youth Services Review 155 (2023) 107250

7

from balance between static and chaotic states of the system, here 
termed the edge of chaos. At the edge of chaos, families constantly 
encountered the bifurcation points, changed their actions spontane-
ously, mobilised their existing capital and maintained their creative 
growth by interacting with schools and authorities, as well as following 
their feedback (see Hudson, 2000; Stevens & Cox, 2008; Ward, 1995). 
Moreover, the data demonstrated some nonlinear processes and de-
velopments in the self-organisation of home school because some chil-
dren succeeded against all odds at functioning better at home than 
school. These home schools resulted in antichaos because they managed 
to mobilise the most important resources for individual learning (in-
crease in flexibility, decrease in disturbances, demands, stress level, 
negative contacts at school; see, e.g., Bubb & Jones, 2020; Thorell et al., 
2020). Stability and order can arise spontaneously as the individual 
dimensions of a system cooperate, imposing constraints on each other to 
adapt new circumstances (Graham, 2009; Stevens & Cox, 2008). 

The principle of emergence in adapting capacities demonstrates a 
sensitive dynamics of home school: in terms of successful functioning, 
the adequate capitals must all be present, but together, they can form a 
novel and synergic socio-ecological entity. The analysis shows how 
home school is formed through multiple intertwined dimensions where 
social, human and physical capitals (Coleman, 1988) are required to move 
forward from the bifurcation points. All forms of capital—existence or 
nonexistence—are adequate parts of the evolvement of home school. In 
many respects, the material resources (functioning IT and remote access, 
suitable study spaces, nutrition) provided the necessities for home 
school. These factors alone set families in different positions in organ-
ising home school, and the selective type of data demonstrates how low- 
income families especially suffered from digital inequality and a lack of 
financial resources. 

Organising meals during home school days was located at the 
intersection of material and human capital because both were required. 
Several other modalities, mainly duties, responsibilities and obligations, 
were given to the home schoolers and organisers, which led to emotional 
tensions and value conflicts between home and school. The setting was 
anything but simple in families because suddenly, four separate sys-
tems—work, school, family and leisure—were compressed inside the 
same four walls during the lockdown, causing confusion in positions and 
new formations of spatial and temporal practices. Parents were expected 
to mobilise their human capital by organising and controlling their 
children’s daily routines, promoting the school’s goals and values, 
refraining from negative emotions and communicating with teachers 
and other authorities in an appropriate manner. Schools were respon-
sible for most of the academic inputs and expectations, but home 
schooling required digital, academic and pedagogic skills from the 
parents. 

Finally, the presence and attention of an adult available and able to 
help the child with school tasks was one of the most important factors of 
successful home schooling. The importance of adult presence was 
related to the child’s age and developmental stage: the younger the child 
was, the greater presence, support and control was needed. In terms of 
social capital, families were expected to organise a wide variety of ac-
ademic and non-academic activities, which implied varying internal and 
external resources to respond to the expectations. It seems that the 
family’s social circumstances and existence of social problems vitally 
affected successful self-organisation. For example, home schooling 
required communication between the home and school, and a lack of 
communication was regarded as unsuccessful home schooling. 

7. Conclusion and limitations 

The complexity of home school demonstrates that it was not pri-
marily built of the academic resources provided by the schools, such as 
online teaching and school assignments, and many capitals were not 
transferable from school to home school. The home school was self- 
organised at home as a result of the interactions between its 

components. The emergence of a successful home school emerged out of 
the utilisation and interaction of entangled social, human and physical 
capitals. Because of spontaneous nature or self-organisation, the emer-
gence of home schooling was not predictable. Self-organisation of home 
school remained chaotic if the family experienced too extensive claims, 
lacked the necessary capitals or had insufficient interactions between 
the dimensions. Emergence required all the dimensions important for 
the individual student at the time, interaction between the dimensions 
and constant feedback. Social workers role related to homeschooling 
was to support both internal and external interaction in families, and to 
promote families to achieve their necessary adaptative capital. 

The results of the current study can provide a deeper understanding 
for social work professionals while they organise multidimensional 
educational support for children as a part of the social work agenda. 
Moreover, the results shed light on the development of educational 
systems when emergency remote education is prepared for in the future. 
Our empirical analysis, however, certainly has its limitations. First of all, 
the questions presented for the authors were open and of a general na-
ture. They were not specifically related to the research questions or the 
theories applied in the current study, which may explain the perspec-
tives and observations chosen by the social workers in their diary notes. 
Second, the study was implemented in the Finnish context and with 
qualitative methods, which should be kept in mind when interpreting 
the findings. There have been fewer viral infections in Finland than in 
elsewhere in the world, and the social service system ranks high when 
looking at international standards. However, social workers seem to 
have faced similar challenges around the globe (Harrikari et al., 2023). 
Third, qualitative diary data, in turn, can provide an authentic but 
limited view of everyday social work practice. The experiences of social 
workers and the episodes they described in their diaries are mediated in 
nature, focusing only on the first wave of the pandemic. Considering 
further research, it would be important to analyse families’ and espe-
cially children’s own views for self-organisation and the factors that 
promote it. 
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