
Quin and Tom Brunner (foreground, center) are strong supporters of 
home schooling. They home schooled each of their seven children. 
Brunner is a former state legislator who served as an advocate for 
alternative education options for South Dakota families.
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If home schooling were a common stock and you jumped into the 
market 10 years ago, you’d be on Easy Street right now.

Statistics show that since 2010, the number of families home 
schooling their children in South Dakota has increased 125 
percent. And with the impact of the coronavirus pandemic, the 
numbers continue to climb steadily. According to state records, 
there were 5,109 home schoolers in 2019. Last year that number 
increased 27 percent to 6,698.

Once seen as somewhat of a fringe movement, home schooling is 
getting a fresh look from families all across the country.

And that’s just fine with Tom Brunner, a board member at Butte 
Electric Cooperative in Newell and a member of the state Legisla-
ture for 14 years. Brunner and his wife, Quin, have taught each of 
their seven children from home. Today those children are grown 
up and pursuing a variety of career tracks, an occupation list that 
includes earth science, welding, legal counseling, music instruc-
tion and more. 

While Brunner no longer serves in the statehouse, he recalls 
being a vocal advocate for alternative education options for South 
Dakota families.

“I was grateful to receive a lot of cooperation from my fellow 
lawmakers and people at the Department of Education because 
I think everyone understood that the department is responsible 
for overseeing the education of all of the students in our state, not 
just those attending public schools,” he said.

Looking back on his legislative career, Brunner said he is proud 
of the work he did to make sure parents and families had choices, 
but that those families also needed to be held accountable for 
adhering to certain guidelines. For example, parents must comply 
with state law by submitting a Notification for Public School 
Exemption Certificate to the local superintendent each year. 

While home school instructors aren’t required to attain certi-
fication, they cannot instruct more than 22 students and must 
conduct nationally standardized testing in grades four, eight and 
11. Local officials are allowed to monitor those tests while the 
state is entitled to inspect the records of alternative education 
programs if there is probable cause of non-compliance.

It’s also the local district’s responsibility to track the student’s 
progress using the Student Information Management System 
(Infinite Campus System) to make sure certain educational 
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standards are being met and students 
aren’t “slipping through the cracks.”

“I’ve always felt families have the right to 
do what’s best for the education of their 
children, but as a state we also have a duty 
to make sure our children are being taught 
what they need to know to be successful in 
life,” Brunner said. “There’s a fear that kids 
who aren’t in public schools might be used 
as laborers or just sitting around the house 
and not being supervised. I’ve never seen a 
case where that fear is a reality.”

The good news for home school parents 
and those searching for options is that in 
addition to the state DOE, there are many 
resources available. South Dakota is home 
to roughly 15 associations, alliances, coop-
eratives and other groups created to help 
families achieve their educational goals.

There is also the Home School Legal 
Defense Association based in Purcellville, 
Va., a non-profit organization whose 
mission is to “defend and advance the 
constitutional right of parents to direct the 
upbringing and education of their children 

and to protect family freedoms.” 

Like many aspects of society, home 
schooling was given a second blush after 
the pandemic struck. Community schools 
were among the first public gathering 
places to be shut down once the virus 
began spreading across the country. 
When it became clear the virus wouldn’t 
be disappearing soon, parents became 
accustomed to juggling the responsibilities 
of work while dealing with their children 
receiving instruction remotely.

While some parents struggled with the 
new reality, others gave consideration to 
adopting the home school platform on 
a permanent basis. Observers with the 
U.S. DOE predict the increased interest 
in home schooling will be sustained 
long after the pandemic has passed. 
The National Federation of Children 
conducted a poll that indicated 40 percent 
of U.S. families are more likely to home 
school or enroll their children in a virtual 
school after the pandemic. 

Before the pandemic, the reason most 

parents gave for choosing home schooling 
for their children was a “concern about 
the school environment, such as safety, 
drugs, or negative peer pressure.” Other 
top reasons were a desire to provide more 
moral and religious instruction, a dissat-
isfaction with public school instruction 
and the ability to take a “non-traditional” 
approach to education.

Brunner said he has explored and 
discussed many different sides of the issue 
and is fully aware that when it comes to 
matters of public policy, public funding 
and personal choice, people can have 
strong feelings.

“In our state, we place a high value on our 
rights and freedoms,” he said. “I’ve been in 
many meetings with those who have very 
strong opinions, but we’ve always had very 
civil discussions. And while our opinions 
might differ, there’s always been a clear 
understanding that we all want the same 
outcome: making sure all of our children 
get the education and preparation they 
need to live a fulfilling life and have an 
opportunity to raise a family of their own.”

To home school in South Dakota, parents must 
complete  the following steps:

 �Every year, complete and file a notification 
for Public School Exemption.

 �Return the completed exemption form to 
the public school district office where you 
reside.

 �Choose the best home school curriculum 
that includes required subjects of language 
arts and math.

 �Participate in standardized tests in grades 4, 
8 and 11.

 �Keep good records.

 �Have fun learning together!


