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Abstract: Parental engagement is of interest to teachers, school leaders, researchers, and policy makers
as a key driver of pupil outcomes. Existing evidence suggests that parental engagement with learning
in the home is most effective, but English schools often prioritise school-based events. However, the
move to home-learning due to COVID-19 required parents and teachers to play different roles in
relation to learning and in relation to each other. Little is known about how this has affected teachers’
perceptions of parental engagement. This mixed-methods, longitudinal case study examined whether
teachers’ perceptions of parental engagement changed during COVID-19. Data was gathered from
teachers at one large English primary school using interviews (n = 9) and questionnaires (n = 16).
Data from before and after the school closures was compared. Teachers reported that parental
engagement had become increasingly digital, flexible, and wellbeing-focussed during the school
closures. However, teachers were pessimistic about the likelihood of retaining any benefits and their
future plans remained focussed on school-based parental engagement events. Whilst school closures
resulted in a temporary positive shift towards partnerships and family-centric parental engagement,
teachers now need time and training to embed these changes. Without this, some of the potential
benefits of the home-learning period may be lost.

Keywords: parental engagement; parental involvement; COVID-19; teachers’ perceptions

1. Introduction

Parental engagement is an umbrella term which encompasses “any parental attitudes,
behaviours, style, or activities that occur within or outside the school setting to support
children’s academic and/or behavioural success” [1] (p. 2). It is often used interchangeably
with the terms ‘parent involvement’, ‘parent participation’ and ‘family-school partner-
ships’ [2]. Parental engagement was chosen as our preferred term because it is widely
recognised in the English school context. Parental engagement has attracted significant
attention from researchers, policymakers and practitioners alike because it has been linked
to improvements in behaviour [3], attendance [4], self-regulation [5], and multiple measures
of academic achievement [6–11]. Over a student’s school career, strong parental engage-
ment equates to 2–3 years of additional learning [12]. For primary school pupils, parental
engagement may be more impactful than socioeconomic status [13] or school quality [14].
However, not all forms of parental engagement are equally effective. There is growing
consensus that effective parental engagement tends to be family-centric and rooted in the
home [14–18]. By contrast, school-based parental engagement (such as attending informa-
tion session or volunteering in school) does not consistently raise attainment [19–21]. As a
result, school leaders should aim to support parental engagement with learning beyond
the school gates [22].

Despite the weight of evidence supporting a move away from school-centric defini-
tions of parental engagement [14–21], before the COVID-19 pandemic teachers appeared
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to “only value those efforts by parents that take place within the physical confines of the
school” [23] (p. 251). Teachers tended to view parental engagement as parents supporting
the school, which risks alienating some parents, including those who have had negative
school experiences or do not speak English confidently [24,25]. This suggests that teach-
ers and school leaders may not have been using the most effective conceptualisation of
parental engagement and may therefore have been misdirecting time and resources. This
apparent mismatch, between the definitions supported by research and those being used
by practitioners in English schools, may be attributable to a lack of training. Just 10% of UK
teachers have received any training in relation to parental engagement [26].

The COVID-19 pandemic is likely to have affected teachers’ perceptions of parental
engagement. Parents and teachers were required to play different roles in relation to
learning and in relation to each other, with children around the world learning from home
for months at a time [27]. In England, schools were ordered to close from 20 March 2020,
with most pupils not returning until September 2020. Mass school closures in England
returned in January 2021, with schools reopening from 8 March 2021. During the school
closures, children were expected to continue their learning remotely. Almost all pupils in
England were provided with asynchronous remote learning tasks by their teachers (e.g., pre-
recorded videos, online activities, or worksheets), with approximately half of pupils also
receiving online real-time teaching [28]. Schools in England maintained communication
with parents via emails or texts (86%), the school website (80%), phone or video calls (69%)
and home visits (47%) [29]. To date, little research attention has been paid to how teachers’
perceptions of parental engagement may have been affected by the unprecedented school
closures during COVID-19.

These periods of home-learning were challenging for parents and teachers alike. In
the context of the COVID-19 school closures, home-learning was usually defined in relation
to the completion of formal schoolwork, either online or offline [30]. However, we also
acknowledge the informal learning that took place at home during this time [31]. In a
study of over 21,000 Portuguese parents, reported difficulties included juggling home-
learning with remote working (24%), tiredness and mental health (20%), lack of time
(16%), lack of knowledge (13%), and balancing the needs of several children (9%) [32].
Meanwhile, a survey of over 7500 German parents found that parental stress had a negative
impact on parents’ ability to engage with their children’s education at home [33]. In Saudi
Arabia too, parents were forced to play new roles in relation to learning, but most did
not enjoy the teaching role forced on them during the COVID-19 school closures [34]. For
teachers, uncertainty and burnout had a negative impact on mental health and wellbeing
during the pandemic [35]. Even experienced teachers suddenly found themselves feeling
technologically and pedagogically unprepared for online teaching [36,37].

However, some benefits have also been identified. Evidence from Italy suggests that
fathers may have taken on more educational responsibility during home-learning [38],
though this may have varied between countries, with teachers in Israel reporting low
engagement from fathers during the school closures [39]. It has also been suggested
that the COVID-19 pandemic enabled more authentic parent-teacher partnerships, with
both sides gaining knowledge of the others’ realities [40]. Large-scale survey evidence
from China suggests that parental engagement was positively correlated with students’
engagement during remote learning [41]. Consistent with the pre-pandemic evidence,
the correlation between parental engagement and pupil outcomes was stronger when
parental engagement was measured in relation to parent-child communication compared
to parent-teacher communication. Meanwhile, surveys of teachers, parents, and pupils in
Norway have indicated that parental engagement with learning increased during periods
of home-learning [42]. Across all year groups, parents reported increased knowledge of
their children’s learning, with over half feeling better-equipped to support with schoolwork
in future. Most parents and teachers reported that the parent-teacher relationship was
strengthened by increased communication and that their digital skills had improved. School
leaders indicated that the use of technology and increased communication with parents
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were things they intended to maintain beyond the pandemic. Similarly, teachers in the
USA identified an increased sense of agency and increased recognition of their role in
empowering parents [43]. However, none of these studies collected longitudinal data.

Longitudinal studies of families in England revealed that parents spent an average
of 2.2 h per day assisting with home-schooling (e.g., English and Maths activities) and
a similar amount of time each day on other parent-child activities (e.g., playing games
or painting together) during the COVID-19 school closures [31]. However, there was
substantial variation, with parents of primary-aged children spending nearly 2 h more than
those with secondary-aged children. This primary/secondary school divide is consistent
with the perceptions of 1800 teachers surveyed by Lucas et al. [29]. They found that 56%
of primary school teachers reported strong parental engagement with learning during
the first set of English school closures, compared to 48% of secondary teachers. This
continues pre-pandemic trends whereby parents of secondary school children tend to have
less engagement with their children’s learning and with the school [14]. This has been
attributed to a combination of factors including children becoming more independent, the
curriculum becoming increasingly difficult, having different teachers for each subject, and
fewer informal opportunities for parent-teacher interactions [44].

As we continue with post-COVID-19 pandemic recovery, the World Bank has empha-
sised the need to “build back better”, including “education systems that enable children
to learn continuously both in schools and at home” [45] (p. 33). Thus, COVID-19 has
provided an opportunity to refocus the ‘what, how, and where of learning’ [46]. In particu-
lar, the dramatic reconfiguration of the parent-learning and parent-teacher relationships
during the COVID-19 school closures could present an opportunity to capitalise on the
increased engagement with learning in the home [38,40,42]. Pre-pandemic evidence sug-
gests that teachers were overly focused on school-based parental engagement [23–25],
despite evidence that refocussing on home-based parental engagement would be more
effective [14–19]. It is possible that the extended periods of home learning may have helped
to shift teachers towards more family-centric ways of conceptualising parental engagement.
Spear et al.’s exploratory mixed method study in England found that teachers’ perceptions
of expectations of parental engagement during the school closures focused on ‘parental
participation in schooling’ [47]. Teachers expected parents to facilitate, supervise, and
participate in the learning activities they set. However, this study was not able to compare
with teachers’ perceptions of parental engagement prior to COVID-19 and did not ask
interviewees about their future ambitions for parental engagement in light of the period of
home learning.

Unlike previous studies, our study presents comparable data gathered before and after
the COVID-19 school closures. This study examines whether and how parental engagement
changed during the COVID-19 school closures, with a particular emphasis on whether
teachers’ perceptions of parental engagement have shifted to encompass learning beyond
the school gates, and on whether any such changes are likely to persist. To the best of our
knowledge, it is the first study to explore this possibility, which could have far-reaching
consequences for theory and practice. A mixed-methods, longitudinal case study design
was used to investigate the following research questions (RQ):

RQ1: From teachers’ perspectives, how was parental engagement different during the
COVID-19 school closures?

RQ2: Have teachers’ perceptions of parental engagement changed following those periods
of home-learning?

RQ3: Are there likely to be any lasting effects on the theory or practice of parental engagement?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Design

The research questions required comparable data about teachers’ views of parental
engagement, before and after the COVID-19 school closures. In 2019, before the COVID-19
pandemic, we had collected data relating to teachers’ views of parental engagement at one
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large English primary school as part of a wider project [48]. Returning to the same school
after the COVID-19 school closures provided an opportunity to collect directly comparable
data, thus creating a longitudinal case study. Case studies are particularly useful when
the research aims to study “contemporary phenomena within their real-life context” [49]
(p. 73). Clearly, the study of parental engagement during a pandemic involves investigating
a contemporary phenomenon and there is strong evidence that parental engagement is
context-dependent [50,51]. A case study design was therefore seen to be more appropriate
than attempting to combine data across different schools. The longitudinal element refers to
the study of change using data gathered at two different time points—before the COVID-19
school closures (July 2019) and after those closures (July 2021).

Whilst case studies are most commonly associated with qualitative methods, this
case study utilised a mixed methods approach. Quantitative data was gathered using
questionnaires, allowing us to ask the same participants, the same questions, phrased in
exactly the same way across the two time points. Thus, producing directly comparable data
that could be used to examine changes over time. However, quantitative methods may
fail to capture unexpected phenomena occurring, because they focus on testing existing
theories [52]. This was a concern due to the unprecedented changes to schooling that took
place during COVID-19. The extended periods of home learning may have altered the
parent-learning and parent-teacher relationships in unanticipated ways. We therefore used
interviews to incorporate a qualitative strand of inquiry, taking an inductive approach
to allow new categories and theories to emerge [53]. An overview of the research design
is presented in Figure 1. The following sections describe the development of the data
collection instruments in detail.
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Figure 1. An overview of the research design.

2.2. Survey Design

The original 2019 questionnaire consisted of eight questions. The current study was
designed to follow up on a subset of these questions in greater detail. As such, three
questions from the 2019 survey were reproduced word-for-word to allow for longitudinal
comparison, for example, “What barriers do you see to higher levels of parental engagement
in the future? Please tick all that apply”. This question was asked at both time points,
along with eleven response options identified from the literature, including “other—please
specify” and “none—I don’t see any barriers to increasing parental engagement”. The 2021
survey also contained eleven new questions designed to probe the effects of COVID-19,
for example, “What—if any—benefits have there been to parental engagement as a result
of home learning? Please tick all that apply”. Again, response options from the literature
were provided but respondents were also free to select “other—please specify” or “none”.

The survey consisted mostly of closed questions (Likert scales and multiple choice)
to facilitate direct comparisons. However, one of the replicated questions used at both
time points was open-ended. Participants were asked “In your own words, please explain
as fully as possible what you think is meant by ‘parental engagement’. Please include
examples of what you think strong parental engagement looks like”. It was deemed
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essential that parental engagement definitions were captured in participants’ own words
because providing multiple choice options would have limited the possible outcomes and
risked guiding participants towards particular definitions [54]. The full 2021 questionnaire
can be viewed as part of the codebook linked in the data availability statement.

2.3. Interview Design

This study used qualitative, semi-structured interviews. They had a structured open-
ing and closing [55], and a semi-structured main section. The semi-structured design
meant that questions were carefully pre-prepared as part of the interview guide, but those
questions could be deployed flexibly during the interviews to ensure the interviewer could
pursue emerging themes [56]. It was also important to enable probing follow-up ques-
tions that could be used to clarify any ambiguous statements made by participants, thus
providing a more trustworthy start point for analysis [56].

The first half of the interview was designed to triangulate with the survey questions
and provided an opportunity to probe the participants’ reasons for giving particular re-
sponses [57]. For example, interviewees were asked to give an open response to statements
such as “supporting parents is an important part of a teacher’s job”. The same statements
were used in the quantitative survey, with participants asked to respond on 1–5 Likert scale,
but asking during the interviews produced rich explanations of participants’ reasoning.
This serves to validate the findings and support interpretation of the quantitative data. The
second part of the interview was designed to extend the findings by exploring new and
emerging categories related to the pandemic. Examples of these types of questions include
“tell me about how you approached parental engagement during the school closures,” and
“did that differ from your approach before the pandemic?”.

To test and refine the interview guide, three pilot interviews were conducted with
primary school teachers at other schools. The first pilot interview lasted 50 min which was
considered too long given the time pressures faced by teachers in England [58]. Several
questions were therefore removed. The second pilot interview ran more smoothly but
still lasted 45 min. In response, the third pilot interviewee was sent an overview of the
questions and all of the consent information in advance. This resulted in a productive
interview covering all the key areas in sufficient depth in approximately 35 min.

2.4. Procedures

The online questionnaire was constructed in Qualtrics. The link was distributed to
teachers as a standing item on the school’s daily electronic staff briefing. Response rate was
maximised by offering anonymity, allowing participants to complete the questionnaire at
their convenience, and sending reminders [59].

The interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams due to the ongoing impact
of COVID-19. The interviews lasted between 22 and 42 min. They were recorded, with the
consent of participants, and later transcribed. All interviews took the form of a conversation
between professionals, because the interviewer and interviewees had shared reference
points as teachers familiar with the school’s context. Due to the challenging nature of data
collection in the context of the ongoing pandemic, some pragmatic decisions had to be taken
during data collection. Positive tests for COVID-19 frequently resulted in teachers needing
to cancel interviews at short notice. Two teachers, who were unable to reschedule, therefore
answered the interview questions via email. For all participants, member-checking was
used to ensure that the final transcripts represented their views fairly [60]. Following their
interview, each participant was emailed their transcript and invited to check, clarify, or
expand on anything they had said. None of the participants opted to make changes.

2.5. Ethics

This study received ethical approval from the Department of Education Studies ethics
committee at the University of Warwick. Informed consent was gained in writing from
the headteacher and all participants. None of the questions covered sensitive topics, but
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participants could stop data collection at any time. The questionnaire was fully anonymous
from the outset and identifiable information was removed from the interview data during
transcription. The school has also been given the pseudonym ‘Redhill’ to ensure the privacy
of the staff, pupils, parents, and local community.

2.6. Context

Redhill is a large, state-maintained English primary school with pupils aged 5–11.
The school has 21 class teachers and seven senior leaders who are not class-based. It
was rated ‘good’ during its most recent inspection. It is located in an inner-city part of
the West Midlands ranked among the 10% most deprived wards in England [61]. The
average income is less than £14,700, compared to £18,700 nationally. Consequently, over
45% of Redhill’s pupils are eligible for Pupil Premium Funding, compared to a national
average of 17% [62]. The school’s location and high Pupil Premium percentage make it
a particularly interesting case because parental engagement with home-learning during
lockdown was reportedly lowest in the West Midlands, and in schools with high levels of
Pupil Premium [29].

Around half of residents are from minority ethnic groups, which is more than double
the national average (19%) [63]. Consequently, the schools’ pupils have diverse ethnic
backgrounds. The largest groups within the school are Pakistani, White British and Romani.
More than half of Redhill’s pupils speak English as an additional language. This contextual
information is important because parental engagement correlates with socioeconomic
status [64–66] and families from ethic-minority groups may experience different barriers to
parental engagement [67,68].

2.7. Participants

All of the teachers and school leaders at Redhill were invited to complete the question-
naire. Table 1 provides an overview of survey respondents and response rates at both time
points. The attrition between the two timepoints is typical of a longitudinal study [69,70].
Consequently, small samples are extremely common in longitudinal studies involving
teachers and published examples use as few as one [52]. In the current study, retention was
affected by COVID-related staff absences and teacher turnover. Despite this, the response
rates remained high. Cook et al.’s meta-analysis found a mean response rate of less than
40% in published studies utilising online surveys [71]. Moreover, combining the survey
data with other sources within a case study creates a research design that can cope with
there being more factors of interest than there are data points [49].

Table 1. An overview of survey participants.

Year Class Teachers Senior Leaders Total Response Rate

2019 16 5 21 75%
2021 9 7 16 57%

Interview invitations were offered to all teachers and school leaders at Redhill. Nine
qualitative interviews were conducted (seven live video calls and two via email). Whilst
there are no rules about how many interviews should be conducted, a rigorous study
should clearly articulate why the number of interviews conducted was considered to be
enough [60]. Figure 2 shows that the number of new codes emerging from each interview
decreased over time, reaching zero by the ninth interview. Whilst this does not guarantee
that no new codes would have been found in subsequent interviews, it suggests that nine
interviews approached data saturation [72]. This was therefore an adequate number of
interviews and an appropriate place to stop given the time and resource constraints. The
interview participants represented the full spectrum of experience, from Early Career
Teacher (ECT) to senior leaders with over 25 years of experience (see Table 2).
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Table 2. An overview of interview participants.

Participant Status Gender Format

A Senior leader Female Video call
B Senior leader Male Video call
C Class teacher (ECT) Male Video call
D Class teacher (10+ years) Female Email
E Class teacher (3–5 years) Male Video call
F Senior leader Female Video call
G Class teacher (10+ years) Female Email
H Senior leader Female Video call
I Class teacher (10+ years) Female Video call

2.8. Data Analyis Procedures

The data from both surveys (2019 and 2021) were combined into a single dataset, with
timepoint added as a dummy variable. The free-text survey question asking teachers to
define parental engagement in their own words was converted into a categorical variable
using procedures previously established by the authors [48]. This involved using Goodall
and Montgomery’s continuum to code each response as level 1, 2 or 3 (see Table 3) to enable
the 2019 and 2021 data to be directly compared [73]. Each response was independently
coded by two people. The codes assigned were consistent for 30/37 responses (81%). Where
different codes were assigned, the two raters reached an agreement through discussion
with reference to the original definitions. The numeric levels then formed part of the
final dataset.

Table 3. An overview of how teachers’ free-text survey responses were assigned a numerical code.

Level Definition 1 Example of Responses Assigned This Code

1 Focused on parental involvement with the
school on the school’s own terms.

“Inviting parents into school to join in with activities we
are doing with the children.”

2 Focused on parental engagement with
schooling and shared agency with parents.

“Parents are involved in all aspects of school life. They
participate and contribute to school life and ethos.”

3
Focused on parental engagement directly

with their children’s learning. Recognises the
value of activity at home.

“Empowering parents to be actively involved in their
child’s learning—academic, personal, emotional and
creative development within and outside of school.”

1 Adapted from Goodall and Montgomery (2014).
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Analysis of the interview data followed the general inductive approach comprising
the following stages: (1) Preparing—transcribing, formatting, and repeated close reading
of the data; (2) Coding—cycles of identifying and applying detailed codes to segments
of text; (3) Categorising—revising and refining of codes into more general categories;
(4) Theorising—considering how categories link together [53]. Coding was undertaken
using Nvivo. Initially, every sentence was coded according to its content. Where it referred
to multiple topics, it was given multiple codes. Each time a new code was identified, we
revisited the other transcripts to test whether the new code helped to make sense of the
rest of the data. A total of 48 codes were produced at this stage (see Table 4 for examples).
Next, categories were developed by examining the contents of each code and identifying
broader themes (see Table 5). This process resulted in 11 final categories. Some of these
categories had distinct boundaries, for example benefits of home-learning and barriers to
increased engagement. For others, there was significant overlap, resulting in several ways
of categorising the same quotes. For example, I found that types of parental engagement
could be usefully sorted by location (home vs. school vs. community vs. online), or
approach (proactive vs. reactive), or purpose (academic vs. wellbeing), or focus (general vs.
targeted). To choose just one of these classifications would be to fail to adequately capture
the complexity of the phenomenon.

Table 4. Examples of initial codes assigned to each segment of text during inductive analysis of the
interview transcripts.

Quote Codes

“That first lockdown was very much everyone look after themselves and
keep yourself sane and safe, but then the second lockdown from January was
a lot different.” (Transcript E)

Wellbeing
Change

“We went and did any number of visits to families throughout that period
just to make sure they were ok and engaging, and if they needed packs of
learning we would deliver them.” (Transcript F)

Home visit
Individualised
Proactive

“With parental engagement we just expect parents and school leaders to
know how to do it.” (Transcript H) Training

Table 5. An example of how codes were refined to make sense of data across multiple transcripts
before being grouped into broader categories. All of these codes were grouped under an overarching
category labelled ‘the parent-teacher relationship’.

Quotes Codes

“It’s a partnership. If the parent and teacher are on the same page then the
child is on the same page as well.” (Transcript B)
“It’s important for the child to know that you’ve got a relationship with the
parents and that you’re all working together.” (Transcript A)

Partnership

“It’s very, very important because ultimately, they are the customer. In the
business world, they are the customer. Well, more than a customer, not just a
customer. More than a customer because you have their most precious
thing!” (Transcript B)
“Ultimately, if we were in another sector then they are our customers aren’t
they? So how do we engage with our customer base?” (Transcript F)

Customer

“Firstly keeping an open dialogue with parents. Having open
communication.” (Transcript C)
“I believe good communication is key.” (Transcript G)

Communication

Theorising—considering how the categories link together—is the final stage of general
inductive analysis [53]. In this study, the quantitative and qualitative strands of inquiry are
drawn together in the results section to address each research question in turn. The aim
here is to demonstrate that the understanding of the phenomena gained from one method,
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has been substantially enhanced by having data from a second method [74]. Where possible,
participants’ own words are used to allow readers to assess the validity of assertions drawn
from the quotes [75].

3. Results
3.1. RQ1: How Was Parental Engagement Different during the COVID-19 School Closures?

During the survey, teachers were asked what impact the school closures had on
parental engagement at Redhill. The responses were mixed, with 31% of teachers saying the
level of parental engagement had decreased, 38% suggesting no change, and 31% feeling
it had increased. The divergent responses may be related to whether respondents were
primarily thinking about home-based parental engagement (which presumably increased)
or school-based parental involvement (which presumably decreased). It is clear from
both the survey and the interviews, that there was increased reliance on digital parent-
teacher communication during the COVID-19 school closures. The survey data shows that
phone calls (85%) and electronic messaging (92%) were found to be effective by the vast
majority of teachers at Redhill. The interview data corroborates this and adds depth to our
understanding of how these technologies were used. Phone calls were made to all parents
on a fortnightly basis to check-in on the families’ wellbeing and offer support. Meanwhile
1:1 electronic messages were used to communicate with pupils and parents about work.
Where families did not have access to the necessary technology, the school provided it. This
was seen as part of a wider trend, as explained by the class teacher below.

“It’s become a lot more electronic. We were already headed that way with ParentPay and
texting parents, but it’s evolved . . . I think right now, everything is completely electronic;
Dojo, text messages, web links, websites all that sort of stuff. Interviewer: Is digital the
future of parental engagement? Absolutely. Undoubtedly. It has to be doesn’t it. From an
environmental perspective but also an ease perspective.”

(Transcript E)

The interview data also enabled participants to express nuance that was not present
in the quantitative data. For example, whilst in the survey 85% of teachers perceived
phone calls to be effective, during the interviews teachers explained that there was no
appetite to retain them moving forward. For some teachers, phone calls were a source of
anxiety. Others felt that face-to-face communication was more authentic and less prone to
misunderstandings.

“Face-to-face is most effective because if you’re sending messages over ClassDojo or phone
calls then your point doesn’t always come across. It’s easy to take something one way
when actually something else was meant . . . Bin phone calls!”

(Transcript C)

“I don’t like phone calls. Being able to talk properly encourages conversation. You can
read body language and stuff. You can see whether they’re ready to finish a conversation
or not . . . I didn’t enjoy anything about the phone calls.”

(Transcript E)

“They were hard work. But then that was the only type of communication we had . . . So
I’m not buzzing to make phone calls again.”

(Transcript I)

Digital communication also allowed senior leaders to track teacher-parent engagement
systematically. Interviewees described how spreadsheets were used to check whether each
individual family had been spoken to each week. Where there had been no communication,
senior leaders tried other methods, including home visits, to ensure that every family was
safe and well. This is a significant change to pre-COVID parental engagement and was seen
as an improvement by senior leaders. The survey results suggest that increased parent-
teacher communication brought improvements including; parents’ understanding of the
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curriculum, teachers’ understanding of parents’ situations, and the overall parent-teacher
relationship (see Figure 3). All of these benefits were also identified by interviewees along
with some additional suggestions.
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“Parents now know more than ever what their child can and can’t do . . . Then when the
teacher is saying these things, the parents can appreciate where they’re coming from. I
think it will make a big difference.”

(Transcript B)

“Parents have a much better understanding of the curriculum and learning taking place.
They have also seen the feedback given from teachers more.”

(Transcript G)

At the same time, some teachers in the interviews suggested there was a risk of ‘over-
engagement’ as instantaneous digital communication between parents and teachers risked
overwhelming both parties. It was also suggested that while digital channels could improve
parent-teacher communication, they might actually hinder parent-child communication. The
suggestion here is that direct, digital communication may be quicker and easier for most
parents and teachers, but that it might inadvertently cut the child out of those communications.

“We’ve got to be careful that we don’t over-engage. Parents will need that time to cut off.”

(Transcript B)

“A lot of the staff are just sick of it. With the phone calls. I think they need a break from
parents. They’ve got a bit overwhelmed.”

(Transcript C)

“I think a lot of parents still want to physically take something out their children’s bag.
And I can see that. Because if you’re emptying their bag, you take it out, you talk to you
children about what you’ve found. But then with a text message . . . I perhaps wouldn’t
look until later when it’s quieter.”

(Transcript E)

Another theme that emerged, was the increasingly individualised approach taken
by teachers during the school closures, closely connected with staff being more proactive.
Where engagement with the school was low, staff were flexible in making alternative
arrangements including home visits and delivering physical packs of work. Teachers
appeared to be increasingly aware of the need to adapt to the specific needs of the parents
and community.
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“It is evidence based, but then also, you need to know your own community as well . . . it
needs to work with who you’ve got.”

(Transcript F)

“Not everything will work for everyone—support for each family can look very different.”

(Transcript G)

At the same time, there was a clear shift in the focus of communications. The wellbeing
of children and parents seemed to be at the heart of many of the parent-teacher interactions
during the school closures. For some teachers this was a positive experience. However,
others felt out of their depth suddenly being expected to deliver wellbeing support rather
than the academic support they are trained to provide.

“It’s the partnership between school and parents. Not just with the academic side of
things, but with all the personal, social and health.”

(Transcript A)

“When we first went into lockdown, it sounds ridiculous, but we were no longer just
about learning, we about caring for everybody.”

(Transcript H)

“In a couple of cases it was almost getting to the point of social calls rather than teachers
calls. Being asked to sort out psychological and emotional problems . . . Stuff like that I
was almost helpless with.”

(Transcript E)

Finally, whilst the survey asked teachers about their experiences during ‘the school
closures’, teachers in the interviews were quick to distinguish between the two periods of
school closures. The extracts below suggest that there was no time to plan out the approach
to parental engagement during the first period of school closures. By contrast, the approach
during the second period appears to have been more structured, with clearer expectations
and more success.

“The first school closure—March to September—it was very ad hoc. Just speaking to
parents through dojo when they contacted us . . . But then the second lockdown from
January was a lot different.”

(Transcript E)

“Well it’s two parts really . . . In March when schools were first closed schools didn’t
have a clue what they were doing . . . We had to reply to messages but it was very low key
. . . When school were shut again in January that was on a more intense basis.”

(Transcript I)

3.2. RQ2: Have Teachers’ Perceptions of Parental Engagement Changed Following the
COVID-19 Pandemic?

In 2019, just 19% of teachers at Redhill conceptualised parental engagement in relation
to learning in the home or community. The 2021 data shows that this had risen to 44%
post pandemic (see Table 6). Whilst the sample size is not big enough to confirm statistical
significance, the interview data suggests a similar increased focus on learning beyond the
school gates. Home-learning appeared to have refocussed their attention on children’s
learning as the end-goal for parental engagement. Several senior leaders spontaneously
spoke of their realisation that many past school-based events had no clear purpose.
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Table 6. An overview of the levels assigned to the parental engagement definitions provided by
survey respondents at each timepoint.

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

2019 2 (10%) 15 (71%) 4 (19%)
2021 1 (6%) 8 (50%) 7 (44%)

“Parents need to know how to help their children at home . . . It’s been a big wake
up call for how important it is to have those home links and if you’ve got families
where historically you’ve said well they’re hard to reach, well you can’t afford to do
that anymore.”

(Transcript A)

“[Pre-COVID] it was very much just bums on seats. How many people can we get in
. . . We probably wouldn’t have admitted it at the time, but I feel, it was all about the
numbers. But over time we’ve been trying to shift that to more purposeful engagement.”

(Transcript H)

We also examined whether there were changes in how teachers viewed parents. In
response to the survey, over 50% of teachers said that they felt they understood parents’
circumstances better due to the school closures. This was echoed by the interview data,
with a particular focus on how this had forced staff to challenge their own assumptions.

“With lockdown, the staff here made all sorts of assumptions . . . ultimately you can’t make
assumptions because there were people that we thought would be doing nothing—and
they weren’t engaging with the online Maths or English—but my goodness did those
parents work hard with them. They cooked, they sewed, they baked, they went on bike
rides . . . things that I would argue are just as important.”

(Transcript F)

“I became very aware of some of the challenges parents were facing . . . I was also surprised
by some parents’ response to the remote learning. For example, one higher ability child
who did very little home learning and a lower ability child who produced work every day.”

(Transcript G)

Moreover, for many teachers, home-learning appeared to reinforce their dual role
as parents themselves. The fact that many teachers are parents is frequently absent from
studies of parental engagement, but the extracts below suggest that parent teachers were
frequently using their experiences as parents.

“Some parents have to work. They haven’t got the time. Like me really, my kids have all
these wonderful things going on in school and I can’t go because I have to be here.”

(Transcript B)

“Dojo, text messages, web links, websites all that sort of stuff is what’s worked best for
me as a parent and a teacher”

(Transcript E)

“For some teachers, being at home with their own children . . . We had staff saying ‘I
haven’t got a clue! They’re doing GCSE whatever-it-is. I don’t know how to do it!’ And
it’s like ok, this is how some of our parents feel.”

(Transcript F)

Despite this, none of the survey respondents reported viewing parents’ role in education
differently as a result of home-learning. This was consistent with the qualitative data
whereby none of the interviewees felt that there had been any change in how they or their
colleagues viewed the role of parents moving forward.
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“There’s not been much change . . . Some teachers like it, some really despise it.”

(Transcript C)

Meanwhile, many teachers continued to adopt a deficit model of other parents when
asked about the barriers to parental engagement (see Figure 4). Over half of survey
respondents suggested that parents not caring about their children’s education was a
barrier. This was an increase from 2019. The biggest changes between the 2019 and
2021 data were increases in teachers worried about parents’ skills, and teachers that felt
not enough staff spoke other languages. The increase in concern around parents’ skills
is unsurprising because during home-learning parents were expected to provide more
direct academic support than in 2019. However, the change in teachers’ perceptions of the
language barrier is interesting. In 2019, the majority of teachers thought that not enough
parents spoke English, but most did not feel that more staff needed to speak children’s
home languages. This suggested that teachers perceived it to be the responsibility of parents
to overcome the language barrier. Encouragingly, the 2021 data suggests that school staff
now share responsibility for this. This may be due teachers finding themselves unable to
proactively communicate with some parents during school closures.
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“There’s only one translator in the school, in terms of Romanian. But I’ve got six
Romanian children in my classroom. Plus all the other classrooms. So it’s really hard to
break down that barrier currently.”

(Transcript C)

3.3. RQ3: Are There Likely to Be Any Lasting Effects of the COVID-19 School Closures on
Parental Engagement?

Turning to post-COVID aspirations, 100% of survey respondents agreed that schools
should do more to support learning interactions between parents and children outside of
school (for example, at home and in the community) and 92% agreed that how parents
engage with their children at home has a bigger impact than whether they attend events
in school. Despite this, when asked to indicate whether the school’s priority should be to
support parental engagement with learning in school (54%), in the community (31%), or at
home (15%), the majority of respondents chose the school. This may have reflected concerns
around staff time, with 69% indicating that this was a barrier to more effective parental
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engagement. In the interviews, many teachers identified the potential for the period of
home-learning to act as a springboard for reimagining and enhancing parental engagement.

“It’s about harvesting and maintaining that . . . keeping the best bits and building. I
think we’re at a crucial point. This is a golden opportunity to do something a little
bit different.”

(Transcript B)

“I think [parents] probably realised at that point they needed to work with their children
to move them forward. But now they’re back in school, will that continue? I think that’s
something that we need to look into”

(Transcript A)

However, there was a strong pessimistic undertone to most of the interviews when
it came to the likelihood of capitalising on this opportunity. Teachers were concerned
that ongoing restrictions, lack of time, and lack of training were resulting in a reluctant
slide back to pre-COVID approaches. This was consistent with the survey data in which
less than half of respondents agreed that teachers had the skills and training to facilitate
parental engagement.

“The sad thing is we’re losing it . . . Class teachers haven’t got time to respond to all
those messages like they could before . . . we are losing what we built. Not because we
wanted to, but because we couldn’t . . . we’ve come back and just tried to get back on with
the job of teaching . . . I think now we’ve gone back to the same-old-same-old . . . teachers
just haven’t had the capacity.”

(Transcript H)

“The important thing is that this is not forgotten. Because these things can happen and
you can all have the best of intentions . . . but it drains away.”

(Transcript B)

“We’ve definitely changed in term of our thinking of what we want parental engagement
to look like, but it hasn’t actually happened. Partly because we haven’t been able to with
COVID restrictions, but also, I think the bigger thing for me, is that we need to invest
more time and money into it . . . with parental engagement we just expect teachers and
leaders to know how to do it . . . that has to happen before real change can take effect.”

(Transcript F)

“Planning more would eliminate barriers because you can pre-empt them . . . but as a
teacher you have a limited amount of time and if you do want more time that means
you’re taking it out of the teaching itself.”

(Transcript I)

Finally, several teachers referred to wider political pressures and sensitivities affecting
parental engagement moving forward. These included cuts to external services, pressure to
secure results quickly, and the sensitivities involved in trying to influence parents’ choices.

“With the introduction of things like children’s centres and Sure Start programs, there
was a move to try and engage parents at a much earlier stage . . . But I think with funding
cuts that’s gone.”

(Transcript F)

“The reality is that we have targets and we’re focused on getting certain numbers in
certain areas . . . we’re afraid to shift that focus to parental engagement and invest the
time in it because we know we won’t get the results just like that *clicks fingers* . . . I
don’t think any of us really believe that’s the right way to do it, but that’s the system
we’re caught in.”

(Transcript H)
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“On one hand it’s paternalistic, isn’t it? It’s saying I, or we, or the education sector,
perceive that this thing is important or valuable and the right way to do it . . . I’m a little
bit uncomfortable with that because we have different cultural norms and expectations
. . . who is to say what the best way is.”

(Transcript F)

4. Discussion

This study used rich mixed methods data to compare teachers’ perceptions of parental
engagement pre- and post- the periods of home learning. The data suggests that the school
closures should not be treated as a single event because teachers’ approaches changed
over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic. By the second period, teachers were using an
increasingly digital, flexible, wellbeing-focussed approach to parental engagement. Despite
this, approximately half of teachers in this study continued to deploy deficit models of
parents and to view parental engagement in terms of school-based activities. Teachers were
not optimistic about retaining benefits of home-learning in relation to parental engagement.
In the following sections, these findings are discussed in relation to the wider literature
and broader context.

4.1. How Was Parental Engagement Different during the COVID-19 School Closures?

Teachers at Redhill identified many of the same changes as the parents in previous
studies. For example, most felt that parents had gained curriculum knowledge, greater
appreciation for teachers, and parent-teacher relationships were stronger [42]. Unsurpris-
ingly, there was also increased reliance on digital communication [35,36]. Consistent with
Bubb and Jones, school leaders saw this as positive and were keen to build on this in the
future [42]. The interview data suggests that in doing so, school leaders may need to be
wary of unintended consequences including the risk of over-engagement and inadver-
tently removing children from the conversations. From a theoretical perspective, the rapid
increase in digital parent-teacher communication, virtual events, and online initiatives,
suggest that ‘online’ may need to be added as a potential location in models of parental
engagement. This is absent in most existing models where the emphasis in on home versus
school versus community as sites for parental engagement e.g., [14,73,76].

Also of importance to the research community, is the finding that the two periods of
school closures were seen by teachers as entirely distinct. Redhill’s approach to parents and
learning differed drastically between the two lockdowns. This potential difference is not
reflected in many other published studies e.g., [28,31,32,77]. This finding is vital because it
suggests that researchers, school leaders and policy makers must be cautious in drawing
wider inferences about home learning from studies of the first period alone.

This study also found that teachers’ approaches to parental engagement during
COVID-19 school closures were more individualised and proactive than before the pan-
demic. This suggests that teachers recognised that parents were facing different barriers to
engagement, whilst before the pandemic, many schools treated parents as a homogeneous
group [68]. Finally, parental engagement during COVID-19 included a greater focus on
wellbeing. This may have contributed to creating stronger parent-teacher relationships,
but some teachers felt out of their depth and unprepared to deal with wellbeing issues.
Generally, teachers and senior leaders felt that this focus on wellbeing was positive but that
it should ordinarily fall outside of a class teachers’ responsibilities [78].

4.2. Have Teachers’ Perceptions of Parental Engagement Changed Following the COVID-19
School Closures?

Based on their survey of parents, Bubb and Jones concluded that parental engagement
had increased during the school closures [42]. By contrast, teachers in this study were
equally likely to say that it had decreased. This may be related to differing conceptuali-
sations of parental engagement. For those who view it as learning in the home and/or
parent-teacher communication it is likely to have increased. For those who view it in
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relation to parents attending school-based events it will have decreased during the school
closures. One motivation for conducting this study was to investigate the possibility that
the period of home-learning might have counteracted teachers’ pre-COVID tendency to-
wards less effective, school-centric types of parental engagement [23–25,48]. The survey
results showed a large increase in the percentage of teachers conceptualising parental
engagement in relation to parent-child learning beyond the school gates (from 19% to
44%). However, this means that more than half of teachers made no reference to home
when asked to define and exemplify strong parental engagement, despite 8 months of
home-learning. This suggests that teachers’ focus on school-based parental engagement is
deeply ingrained. Further evidence of this was provided by the interviews where only one
teacher referred to informal parent-child activities (such as gardening, painting, or cooking
together) despite evidence that parents in England were spending over 2 h per day on these
sorts of activities during the pandemic [31]. Consistent with previous studies, teachers
appeared to be focused almost exclusively on how much formal English and Maths had
been completed [29,47].

Consistent with Soltero-Gonzalez and Gillanders [40], the interview data in this study
provides some evidence that increased communication between teachers and parents has
helped to challenge some of the assumptions that teachers held about parents. However,
the barriers identified by teachers in the survey suggests that the deficit model continues to
persist, with half of teachers identifying parents not caring as a barrier. This is consistent
with pre-pandemic findings [48] and suggests a continuing need for training that targets
teachers attitudes towards parental engagement [79]. On a more positive note, experiences
during the pandemic appear to have led teachers to take some responsibility for removing
the language barrier. In 2019 teachers at Redhill saw it as parents’ responsibility to speak
English, but in the post-lockdown survey there was increased recognition that the school
needed more staff that spoke other languages. As in Crozier et al. [80], parent-teacher
communication was hindered by a lack of interpreters.

Finally, the theme of teachers as parents was unexpected and requires more attention.
Teachers repeatedly and spontaneously referred to their own experiences as parents when
discussing parental engagement. This is not a discussion that we have come across in
the parental engagement literature where parents and teachers are usually presented
as distinct—and even opposing—categories e.g., [28,31,32]. Further research is needed
to understand how these identities interact to influence and inform the perspectives of
teachers who are also parents.

4.3. Are There Likely to Be Any Lasting Effects of the COVID-19 School Closures on
Parental Engagement?

There is currently an emphasis in research and policy on ‘building back better’ after the
COVID-19 pandemic [45]. We have a unique opportunity to ensure that pupils benefit from
the increased engagement with learning in the home and the strengthening of relationship
between teachers and parents [46]. However, teachers in this study were pessimistic about
the likelihood of retaining many of the positive changes. Pre-pandemic issues related to a
lack of parental engagement training [26,50,79] and significant teacher workloads [58] have
not been addressed. Concerningly for policymakers, even Early Career Teachers trained
under the new Initial Teacher Training framework [81] reported receiving no training in
relation to parental engagement. Teachers in this study were clear that effective change
is unlikely to happen without a concerted efforts to give teachers the training and time
needed to plan for parental engagement more effectively. Furthermore, senior leaders in
this study felt constrained by pressure to secure results quickly and funding cuts to external
services. These are long-standing systematic issues [82,83] and discussions of parental
engagement must acknowledge them or risk ‘absolving the system’ by making parents
responsible for overcoming them [84].
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4.4. Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research

Caution should be exercised in drawing generalisations from this study because it
relies on a small sample of teachers, from one school. As a case study, the aim was to
generate detailed insight into a complex phenomenon by focusing on a specific context.
Detailed contextual information about the chosen school is provided to allow readers to
assess the extent to which the findings may be relevant to their own context. Yet, the
case study method was able to generate new ideas that can now be tested with larger
samples moving forward. For example, the idea that digital communication might benefit
parent-teacher forms of engagement, but harm parent-child forms of engagement is not
one that we have seen articulated elsewhere. Physical letters or certificates spark learning
conversations between parents and children [85], but electronic versions may not have the
same effect if parents open texts/emails/instant messages at work or after children have
gone to bed. Similarly, children play an important role in parent-teacher meetings [86], but
they may not be present if parent-teacher conversations move online. The potential impacts
require further empirical research and theoretical consideration in future. The findings
of the current study also suggest that that the dual identities of teachers who are parents
could be a fruitful line of enquiry, as this is a surprising omission in much of the parental
engagement literature. Larger samples in future could also allow for comparison between
the perceptions of primary and secondary teachers, given the differences observed between
parental engagement in these age groups before [14,44] and during [29] school closures.
Finally, parents’ views were not sought in this study. Several studies have examined parents’
role during the COVID-19 pandemic [31,32,41,43,77], but future research should assess
whether this has affected parents’ role construction in relation to parental engagement
moving forward. This should include exploration of gender differences given mothers did
more of the home learning during school closures [31,34].

Internal validity or “the extent to which the findings accurately represent the phe-
nomenon under investigation” must also be considered [87] (p. 82). Respondents’ accuracy
can present a significant threat to the internal validity of survey data [88]. This can be
impacted by question wording [89], so technical vocabulary and ambiguous terms were
avoided during the design of the questionnaire and tested during piloting. Despite the
steps taken, there remains a reliance on self-report. Whilst most published studies rely
on self-report, memory failures and social desirability effects can affect the accuracy of
self-reported data [90]. In this study, the questions were designed to focus on recent events
to limit the reliance of recall and social desirability effects were unlikely with an anonymous
questionnaire [91].

5. Conclusions

Teachers in this study identified some benefits to the periods of home-learning, in-
cluding stronger parent-teacher relationships as a result of a more individualised and
wellbeing-focused approach to parental engagement during this time. There was clear
appetite to use the experiences of home-learning as a springboard to rethink and revitalise
parental engagement, but teachers generally perceived that they were reluctantly falling
back into pre-pandemic routines due to lack of time and training. If these issues are not
addressed urgently, we risk losing the opportunity to use the unprecedented periods of
home learning to generate sustainable improvements in parental engagement with learning.
Teachers in this study also continued to conceptualise parental engagement in relation to
school-based activities despite eight months of home learning. Researchers and policy
makers must clearly communicate the evidence-base for parental engagement with learning,
versus parent involvement with schools, to ensure that the most effective forms of parental
engagement are being promoted by schools. Without this, time and resources will continue
to be disproportionately spent on school-centric activities, which are often ineffective. It is
hoped that providing a richer understanding of how teachers’ views of parental engage-
ment changed following COVID-19 at one school, might act as a springboard for wider
research in this area. Finally, the rapid rise of digital home-school communication following
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the COVID-19 pandemic suggests that theoretical models can no longer afford to overlook
online spaces as important sites of parental engagement.
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