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Abstract

This dissertation had three main aims: first to give an overview of parental
involvement in Icelandic compulsory schools, second to bring attention to
opinions of teenage students on the home-school relationship, and third, to
examine how parental involvement and satisfaction with school are
influenced by school services and social factors. The main research question
was: What part does parental involvement play in compulsory schools in
Iceland?

The research on parental involvement is part of a bigger research
project, Teaching and learning in Icelandic compulsory schools conducted in
20 schools in collaboration with their personnel, students and parents, and
a team of around 50 researchers and graduate students. Quantitative data
from questionnaires were used. Four online questionnaires were directed
to school personnel, one online questionnaire to parents of all students in
the 20 schools, and an onsite questionnaire was directed to students in
grades seven through ten in 14 schools, i.e. all schools in the sample with
lower-secondary level. Analysis of parental involvement was done by
exploring differences and relationships in opinions, and factor analysis and
regression analysis were used to bring forth what influenced participants’
opinions.

The findings have been published in four papers. An overview of
parental involvement showed that the home-school relationship is systemic
and regular, but it is questionable if it comprises real cooperation. Findings
showed that relationships between parents and teachers are important;
parents were generally satisfied, but some teachers, especially the younger
ones, felt that communicating with parents is difficult. Most adults, parents
and school personnel favoured the traditional kind of parental
participation, which primarily involves social activities. Meanwhile, the
teenagers showed interest in relating parental participation to their
academic activities. There were differences in teenagers’ opinions that
signify how essential it is to reach out to strengthen cooperation with all
families. The research revealed a reality of inequity in praxis; most striking
was that single mothers often feel powerless, and receive less support for
their children than do other parents. That must be unveiled if compulsory
schools want to be part of the Nordic model of quality and equity in
education.






Abstract in Icelandic

Tengsl heimila og grunnskdla & islandi

bessi rannsokn fjallar um tengsl heimila og grunnskdla og markmid hennar
var pripaett: [ fyrsta lagi ad lysa pvi sem er einkennandi fyrir samskipti
heimila og skéla, samstarf foreldra og kennara, og fyrir patttoku foreldra i
skélastarfi. | 6dru lagi ad skoda hvad unglingum finnst aeskilegt vardandi
batttoku foreldra og hvernig koma maetti til méts vid 6skir peirra. | pridja
lagi ad draga fram hvernig pjénusta skéla og félagslegir peettir hafa ahrif a
tengsl heimila og skdla sem og 4 anaegju foreldra med skolastarf. Leitad var
svara vid meginspurningunni: Hvada hlutverki pjona tengsl heimila og skdla
i grunnskélastarfi 4 islandi?

Rannsdknin er pattur i steerra rannsoknarverkefni, Starfsheettir |
grunnskélum, en meginmarkmid pess var ad veita yfirsyn yfir starfsheaetti i
islenskum grunnskélum. Gagna var aflad {20 grunnskélumi fjérum
sveitarfélogum og ad henni komu um 50 rannsakendur. batttakendur voru
nemendur, foreldrar og starfsfélk skélanna. | pessari rannsékn & tengslum
heimila og skdla var unnid med gbgn ur spurningalistum. Fjérir rafraenir
spurningalistar voru lagdir fyrir starfsfélk skélanna og rafraeenn listi var
sendur til foreldra allra nemenda. Einnig voru rafreenir listar lagdir fyrir
nemendur i 7.-10. bekk i peim skélum sem voru med unglingadeildir en peir
voru 14 talsins. Vid urvinnslu var reiknud lysandi tolfraedi, skodud tengsl a
milli patta og notud fjdlbreytuadhvarfsgreining til ad varpa ljosi a hvad hefdi
ahrif a sjonarmid patttakenda.

Nidurstodur hafa verid birtar i fjérum rannsdknargreinum skrifudum a
ensku en hluti nidurstadna er til umfjollunar i kafla um foreldrasamstarf i
bokinni Starfsheettir i grunnskolum vid upphaf 21. aldar. Nidurstééur syndu
ad foreldrar og kennarar voru einhuga um ad samskipti jafnt sem samstarf
peirra veeri mikilveegt fyrir menntun barna og unglinga. Samskipti milli
heimila og skdla eru kerfisbundin og regluleg og foreldrar voru yfirleitt
anzegdir med pau. bad er hins vegar dlitamal hversu oft er um samstarf ad
raeda. Einkum yngri kennarar s6géu samstarf vid foreldra stundum vera
erfitt. Foreldrar jafnt sem starfsfélk skéla toldu eseskilegast ad foreldrar
teekju patt i félagslifi og vidburdum skéla a hefdbundnum nétum. Foreldrar
virtust ekki saekjast eftir ad taka patt i sjalfu nami barna sinna. Hins vegar
syndu unglingar dhuga a ad foreldrar taekju frekar patt i pvi sem sneri ad
naminu en félagslifinu, svo sem i namsmati og gerd daetlana um ndm peirra.
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Mikill meirihluti unglinga sagdist vilja studning foreldra vid heimanam. Fram
kom toéluverdur munur & vidhorfum innan unglingahdpsins en litill hopur
unglinga vill sem allra minnst tengsl milli heimila og skdla. Rannsdknin leiddi
i ljos ad foreldrar stodu ekki jafnt ad vigi gagnvart skélunum. Slaandi var ad
einstadar meaedur fundu oft til vanmattar i samskiptum sinum vid starfsfélk
skdla og peer toldu sig sidur en adrir foreldrar fa studning innan skélanna
fyrir bérn sin sem purftu pess med.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Origins of the study

When | started my doctoral studies in 2009, | joined the research project
Teaching and learning in Icelandic compulsory schools. The main objective
of the research project was to provide an overview of school practices at
the beginning of the 21st century, focusing on the trend towards
individualised learning.

The project was organised within a framework based on an evaluation
tool for schools” progress towards individualised and cooperative learning,
published by the Reykjavik Department of Education in 2005 (Oskarsdéttir,
2014; Reykjavikurborg, 2005) and included six strands:

e Attitudes: views of students, teachers, administrators and parents
towards teaching and learning

e Physical learning environment: buildings, classrooms and general
equipment

e Internal structures: school-based planning and management
e Teachers: their roles and classroom practices
e Students: their tasks, assighments and learning

e Parents and community: parental involvement and school-
community relations

The research team consisted of around 50 people, including 20
researchers from two universities in Iceland, a group of master’s and
doctoral students, school district officials from three districts and partners
from an architectural and information technology firm. The research was
conducted in 20 compulsory schools in collaboration with school personnel,
students and parents. Teaching and learning in Icelandic compulsory
schools is the largest research project conducted in Iceland concerning the
compulsory school system. It gives a valuable overview of school practices
to inform educators, parents and politicians, and provides important
ground for further research (Bjornsdéttir & Jénsdéttir, 2010; Oskarsdéttir,
2014; Sigurdardottir & Hjartarson, 2011).
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In the beginning, | joined the strand about attitudes, but in 2010 |
accepted leadership of the strand of parental involvement. Thus, my focus
turned towards the role parental involvement plays in compulsory school:
the organisation of home-school cooperation, factors affecting the
relationship between parents and teachers, and teenagers’ perspectives on
parental involvement.

The research team used a diagram of an evaluation tool intended to
evaluate the development from traditional practices of the 20th century
towards changes in the 21st century in five stages (Reykjavikurborg, 2005).
The evaluation tool was influential when the researchers designed the
project. It was also used by other strands to evaluate the present situation
by placing the participating schools on the defined stages when describing
their outcome in the main publication about the research project
(Oskarsdoéttir, 2014). The strand of parental involvement was depicted as
shown in Figure 1.

O Parental Involvement

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 Stage 5
Parents get no study plans; Parents receive study plans Farents are active partners in
no formal participation in for a whole class their childrens’ learning

their ehildrens learning

Information to parents only Information to parents Interactive information
through test results and through newsletters, exchange using the net and
formal parent-teacher meetings, interviews, school through interviews and
interviews web-sites, e-mails and meetings

telephone calls

Parents visit school when Parents take part in events; Parents participate in the
invited to an interview or a regular intendiews with daily work in schoal - can
meeting ‘” parents follow daily activities on the
- net
Parents do not take part in During interviews parents Parents participate in
evaluating students’ progress have the opportunity to evaluating the progress of
listen to teacher and student their child

evaluations of learning

-~

IR =
¥

Figure 1 The strand of parental involvement in the evaluation tool on
individualized and cooperative learning (Reykjavikurborg, 2005)
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1.2 Components of the study; chapters and papers

The general frame of the research project Teaching and learning in
Icelandic compulsory schools directed the process of my study in the
beginning, but later | added perspectives to gain a broader understanding
of the research field.

The main publication about the whole project is a peer-reviewed book in
Icelandic, called Teaching and learning in Icelandic compulsory schools at
the beginning of the 21st century (i. Starfsheaettir i grunnskélum vid upphaf
21. aldar), published in December 2014 (Oskarsdéttir, 2014). An English
abstract from the book is adhered in Appendix E. | am the first author of
Chapter VIII on home-school relationships, and the second author of
Chapter 1ll on attitudes; they are both written with my supervisor
(Bjornsdottir & Jonsdottir, 2014; K. Jonsdottir & Bjornsdoéttir, 2014). | also
contributed to three other chapters: Chapter VI on teaching practices
(Sigurgeirsson, Bjornsdottir, Oskarsdéttir, & Jonsdéttir, 2014), chapter Il on
methodology (Oskarsdéttir et al., 2014a), and the final chapter, XlI, with a
discussion of the main findings of the research project (Oskarsdéttir et al.,
2014b).

In last five years, | have published four peer-reviewed papers in English
that use data from this research project. The papers are the substance of
my doctoral work but are supported by the book chapters mentioned
before.

Paper |, Home-school relationships and cooperation between parents
and supervisory teachers (K. Jonsddttir & Bjérnsdottir, 2012) was published
in 2012 in BARN, a journal published by Norsk senter for barneforskning.
The focus is on the organization of home-school relationships, cooperation
between parents and supervisory teachers, and satisfaction or
dissatisfaction with the relationship.

Paper I, Desirable parental participation in activities in compulsory
schools (K. Jonsdottir, 2013) also published in BARN in a special issue on
home-school partnership in a Nordic context. This paper presents findings
on the expectations parents, school personnel and students have
concerning parents’ participation.

Paper lll, Teenagers’ opinions on parental involvement in compulsory
schools (K. Jénsddttir, 2015), was presented at the ERNAPE-ARCTIC
conference in August 2015, and published in the e-journal International
Journal about Parents in Education at the end of the year. The paper
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focuses on teenagers and debates whether home-school relationships
should be somewhat different as students grow older.

Paper IV, Influential factors behind parents’ general satisfaction with
compulsory schools in Iceland (K. JOnsdottir, Bjornsdoéttir, & Baeck, 2017),
was published online in July 2017 in a special issue of Nordstep, Nordic
Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, called Managing the gap — policy
and practice of parents in child care and education. It focuses on factors
that affect parents” experience, both social factors such as marital status
and school factors that local leaders and school personnel can address, like
special support to students in need.

1.3 Purpose and relevancy

This study had three main objectives that guided the working process. The
first was to provide an overview of parental involvement in compulsory
schools in Iceland, with a focus on how the home-school relationship is in
praxis, how cooperation between teachers and parents is organised, and
how parents participate in their child’s education. This corresponds with
the primary objective of the research project Teaching and learning in
Icelandic compulsory schools, to provide an overview of school practices at
the beginning of the 21st century.

The second objective was to bring special attention to teenage students
and the relationship between them, parents and teachers. Parents’
participation has an impact on students’ performance and well-being
throughout their schooling. It is important to clarify if and how that
parental involvement diminishes or changes as students grow older and to
explore teenagers’ opinions on parental involvement.

The third objective was to examine how parental involvement in schools
and parents’ satisfaction with their children’s education is influenced by
school services and several social factors, including marital status or
education. The research project gives an excellent opportunity to
determine if equity and quality are core values in the context of home-
school relations and the Icelandic compulsory school system.

These three objectives are relevant within the Icelandic school context
since few studies have been conducted here in the field of parental
involvement. The study can also lead to a deeper understanding of the
sensitive and important relationships between parents, community and
schools for the benefit of the students.

Icelandic society has many similarities with the other Nordic countries,
and their school systems have several traits in common. Therefore, the
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focus is more often directed onto Nordic research findings in the field than
on research from societies further away with different school systems. It is
hoped that the findings here can contribute to the theoretical discussion in
the research field and particularly contribute to the Nordic research base
and discussion about the development of home-school relations.

1.4 Structure of the synopsis

The synopsis consists of six chapters. Following this introductory chapter is
Background, Chapter 2, where the concepts used are defined, the school-
family-community partnership model is described, and the more critical
perspectives on parental involvement are presented. Nordic traditions in
the home-school relationship are described, including the Icelandic context.
Families” influences are discussed and attention is given to teenagers’
concerns. Chapter 3, Methods, reports on the research design, participants,
data gathering through questionnaires, procedures, analysis, validity and
ethical issues. Chapter 4, Findings, brings forth the main findings organised
into four sections, in the order of the four papers that comprise this
doctoral thesis. In Chapter 5, Discussion, | engage in the main research
qguestion and discuss the findings according to the three underpinning
research questions that correspond to the aims of this study. Chapter 6,
Conclusions, is devoted to my concluding remarks and speculations about
how this research can contribute to school development and the research
field in general. The main research question and the three underpinning
questions are:

What part does parental involvement play in compulsory schools in
Iceland?

1. What characterises the home-school relationship and the
cooperation between parents and teachers?

2. What do teenagers prefer in parents’ participation, and how
could their wishes affect cooperation?

3. Which factors influence parents” satisfaction with schools, and
how do they affect the home-school relationship?






2 Background

In this chapter, literature related to parental involvement is examined to
provide a platform for answers to the research questions. In the first
section, key concepts are defined, and then different perspectives on
home-school relations are introduced. The third section is about
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory; then, Epstein’s school-family-
community partnership model is described as well as social differences that
can effect parental involvement. The Nordic view, which emphasises equity
and quality in educational systems and influences the home-school
relationship, is introduced. Then, practices in home-school cooperation in
the Nordic countries, including the Icelandic context, are presented.
Families are brought into the spotlight, and last, the focus of this study is
clarified, and the research questions stated.

2.1 Key concepts

In Iceland, the terms regarding parental involvement are not clearly defined
in Compulsory School Act of 2008, The National Curriculum, or policy
documents of the municipalities (Compulsory School Act, 91 C.F.R., 2008;
Icelandic national curriculum guide for compulsory schools — with subjects
areas, 2013; Reykjavikurborg, 2015). One of the tasks during the research
process was to interpret the terms used in the discourse about parents in
education in Iceland and to choose which concepts to use.

It seems to be assumed that stakeholders have a similar understanding
or the same ideas of what the home-school relationship means. This
assumption can lead to misunderstandings in discussions about the issue.
Another challenge, or maybe a consequence, is that translations of the
Icelandic terms into English or Scandinavian languages differ widely. This
might be partly because the Icelandic terms have no clear definitions, but
also because of cultural differences, it is often difficult to find
corresponding terms in other languages. Lastly the translations in official
documents are sometimes inconsistent, and even different versions of the
same documents are in use. This is, for example, the case with the 2008
Icelandic Compulsory School Act 2008, and it affects one of the key terms in
the thesis, namely the term supervisory teacher, as will be explained later in
this chapter.

The terms used in this study are defined in line with corresponding
terms in English and Nordic languages (Dannesboe, Kryger, Palludan, &
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Ravn, 2012; Deslandes, 2001; Epstein, 2011; Epstein, Sanders, Salinas,
Jansorn, & Van Voorhis, 2002; Jeynes, 2011b; Kristoffersson, 2009; Nordahl,
2007). They also include slight reference to the usage in Icelandic research
done on policy making in the field (Finnbogason, 2009; K. B. Gudmundsson,
2003; Oskarsdéttir, 2014).

Parental involvement (i. hlutdeild foreldra) is the broadest term, and it
includes communication, cooperation and participation. The term is
equivalent to the home-school relationship and parent-teacher relations.
The term also refers to parents’ opportunities to be involved in policy
making and management of compulsory schools (Kristoffersson, 2009).

Cooperation (i. samstarf) refers to meaningful discussion or
collaboration between parents and teachers or other school personnel
about issues regarding a student (Deslandes, 2001; Nordahl, 2007).

Communication (i. samskipti) refers to contact and the exchange of
information between parents and teachers or other school personnel,
including contact via phone calls, e-mail and information systems (Epstein,
2011).

In this study, a distinction is made between communication and
cooperation whenever possible, but these terms are often used
interchangeably in discussions and writings both in Icelandic and other
languages. Also, it is often taken for granted that communication or any
contact between home and school automatically includes cooperation, but
that is not necessarily true (Dannesboe et al., 2012). The terms
communication and cooperation used here correspond to the first two
levels in Nordahl’s (2007) description of levels of home-school relations, in
which where he defines the following three stages: 1) exchange of
information; 2) meaningful discussion; and 3) shared responsibility for
pedagogical decisions.

Parents’ participation (i. patttaka foreldra) describes how parents come
to school to attend social events or take part in other school activities.
Parents can also participate in students’ education away from school, for
example by assisting their children with homework and in policymaking and
management at the school (K. B. Gudmundsson, 2003). Parents’
participation can therefore refer to a rather inactive role as passive
attendants at social events, or to active participation and shared
responsibility of pedagogical decisions regarding their child, as described at
the third level in Nordahl’s description of home-school relations.

Home-school relationship (i. tengsl heimila og skéla, samstarf heimila og
skola) refers to the connection between the two important institutions in
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every child’s life, the school and the home. Samstarf heimila og skdla is the
term used in official Icelandic documents like the Compulsory School Act of
2008, the Icelandic national curriculum guide of 2013, and several school
policy documents. Home-school relations or relationship is a term widely
used in the literature (Dannesboe et al.,, 2012; Nordahl, 2007). The term
home-school relationship is often used and fits well with the school-family-
community partnership model introduced later in this chapter. In this
doctoral project, | use the terms home-school relationship, home-school
relations, and parental involvement almost interchangeably, but they bring
slightly different connotations to the writings.

Parent-teacher relations (i. samband foreldra og kennara) is another
broad term often used to comprise the home-school relationship. Parents
and teachers, especially supervisory teachers, are key persons in the home-
school relationship concerning children’s education. Therefore, sometimes
it might be more appropriate to refer to the people involved and talk about
parent-teacher relations instead of home-school relations, since the core is
the connection between individuals (Christiansen, 2010). This is partly done
in Iceland when the common term foreldrasamstarf (parents’ cooperation)
is used.

Parents (i. foreldrar) are defined in the study as parents and other adults
responsible for students. They are responsible for the legal custody of
children, and they shall look out for the interests of their children at
compulsory school age (see the Compulsory School Act, Article 3).

Parental satisfaction (i. anaegja foreldra) with the school their child
attends refers to how content or satisfied parents are with service the
school provides. It seemed to be a straightforward and rather simple term
at the beginning of this research project, but that changed during the
research process as discussed later.

Supervisory teacher (i. umsjénarkennari) has special obligations towards
his or her students and parental involvement. The supervisory teacher’s
role is defined in Article 13, Pupil’s rights, in the Compulsory School Act of
2008:

Each pupil shall have a supervisory teacher. Supervisory teachers
shall follow closely their pupils’ studies and their personal
development, their condition and general welfare, they shall
guide their pupils in their studies and school work, provide
assistance and advice regarding personal matters and thus
strengthen the cooperation between school and home.
(Compulsory School Act, 91 C.F.R., 2008)

The terms “classroom teacher” and “homeroom teacher” have also been
widely used in writings about pedagogy and education in Iceland (L. M.
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Jonsdéttir, 2012), and the problem of inconsistency in translations is
apparent, since in some translations of the Compulsory School Act, the
supervisory teacher is called a “class teacher”.!

The fundamental concepts have been defined here, but several
definitions and interpretations are in use in the research field of parental
involvement. This can be confusing, but can also have more profound
consequences like indicating something that isn’t there — like findings this
research project uncovered and will be described later. This diversity of
usage of concepts can be seen in discussions and writings, for example
within Nordic and European networks in the research field (European
Network About Parents in Education (ERNAPE); Families Institutions and
Communities in Educational Contexts (FICEC/NORNAPE)).

2.2 Different perspectives on home-school relations

The relationship between compulsory schools and the communities in
which they are situated is growing in the 21st century (B. Gudmundsson,
2000; Hargreaves, 2000; Oskarsdéttir, 2014). Currently, family involvement
programmes often go beyond linking children’s home and classroom
learning experiences to include the communities where the families live,
according to research in the USA (Coleman, 2013; Sanders, 2007). School
children visiting workplaces or homes for older adults in the
neighbourhood, and local artists visiting classes, are also examples of
growing relations, both in Europe and overseas. Moreover, the integration
of the community nearby into the relationship is meant to strengthen
home-school relations (Deslandes, 2001; Epstein et al., 2002; Oskarsdottir,
2014).

A genuine home-school partnership is based on mutual trust, common
goals and two-way communication (Deslandes, 2001). In current
international research on home-school relationships, there are two main
approaches, both contributing to an improvement of home-school

! The term supervisory teacher is used in accordance with the official translation of
the Compulsory School Act, at the time when the first paper was published in 2012.
This translation is still used, for example in UNESCO’s database, see
http://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/upload/Iceland/Iceland_Compulsory_School_Act_
2008.pdf. It is also the term used in the National Curriculum translated in 2012. The
term “class teacher” is used in the translation published now on the website of The
Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, see http://eng.menntamala
raduneyti.is/media/law-and-regulations/Compulsory-School-Act-No.-91-2008.pdf.
Retrieved 21st of September 2017 from http://eng.menntamalaraduneyti.is/Acts
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relations. The first approach focuses on different forms of parental
involvement, emphasizes the benefits of strong structured relations and the
schools’ guiding role in children’s upbringing, and results in positive
influences on student achievement (Coleman, 2013; Desforges &
Abouchaar, 2003). The second approach emphasises that families have
unequal preconditions for fruitful cooperation and addresses some of the
obstacles for improving home-school relations. The second approach brings
forth a more critical sociological perspective, and some question if the
relationship results in schools” interference in families’ private lives (Bzeck,
2005, 2009; Dannesboe et al., 2012; Kryger, 2012, 2015; Palludan, 2012).

2.3 Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory

The Ecological systems theory, developed by Bronfenbrenner (1979), can be
useful in approaching the research topic. It is a system theory that describes
the relationship between the individual and the environment. The theory
has been widely used in educational research and provides a basis for
several models describing the family-school-community partnership
(Epstein, 2001).

In 1979, Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005), an American developmental
psychologist, published a book about his ecological systems theory,
describing how individuals’ development is affected by their social
relationships and the world around them (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The
theory was influential in changing perspectives in developmental
psychology by calling attention to many societal and environmental
influences on child development (Jeynes, 2011a).
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Figure 2 Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory

Ecological systems theory identifies four environmental systems with which
an individual interacts; the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem
and the macrosystem, see Figure 2 (Hchokr, 2012).

Children live and mature in many microsystems such as at home and in
school, and these systems are connected in the mesosystem, for example
by mail and meetings. The mesosystem, in turn, is a part of the exosystem
that includes systems of institutions such as the social and school system.
Individuals are affected by exosystem; for example, students are affected
by the school system, but they have no direct influence on it themselves.
Finally, all these systems are surrounded by the macrosystem of culture,
traditions, customs, rights and duties in society. In later versions,
Bronfenbrenner added the chronosystem to his theory to acknowledge
that, like physical ecologies, human ecologies change over time (built on
Coleman, 2013; Martines Gonzales, 2001; Oskarsdéttir, 2012).

Bronfenbrenner’s theory has been used in educational studies on
parental involvement at home and in school (Coleman, 2013; Epstein, 2001;
Seginer, 2006), on family education (Martines Gonzales, 2001), on different
models and programmes of cooperation between home and school
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(Deslandes, 2001), and as a lens for understanding how children’s
development and education can be supported at all levels of society
(Coleman, 2013), to name a few research areas that concern parental
involvement.

An Icelandic research on borders between school levels described how
school children moved between pre-school to compulsory school and then
to secondary school, and referred to Bronfenbrenner’s theory in explaining
influential factors (Oskarsdéttir, 2012). Findings showed that the contact
between school levels could be improved, and even though similarities in
school structures and practices were many, the receiving school level was
dominant, and information was often lacking about the previous school
level.

A review of research on parents” educational involvement, employing
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory, shows that

although family-based and school-based involvement are
positively related to educational outcomes, their examination in
the ecological framework prompts consideration of additional
aspects of the micro- and mesosystems and their embeddedness
in four exosystemic aspects (parents” networks and workplace,
neighbourhood, and educational policy) and two macrosystemic
types (immigrant and ethnic groups) (Seginer, 2006, p. 1).

The positive effects of parents’ participation in their children’s education
should be interpreted with regard to social circumstances, families’
premises and educational policy, is Seginer’s (2006) conclusion; a necessary
reminder of all the interrelated factors that are parts of the picture.

Bronfenbrenner’s theory describes a schoolchild’s position in society. |
used the theory to form the three models used in the regression analysis on
what influences teenagers’ opinions of parental involvement and to
interpret the findings (see Paper lll); the theory also provided a basis for
understanding findings of the doctoral project in general.

2.4 Epstein’s school-family-community partnership model

Coleman’s (2013) opinion is that the school-family-community partnership
model by Joyce Levy Epstein and her colleagues best reflects a
contemporary comprehensive approach to family involvement.

As the title school-family-community partnership model suggests, three
"overlapping spheres of influence" form the core of the model and point
out the importance of the family (one sphere), the school (a second
sphere), and the community (a third sphere) working together to support
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children’s development and education (Coleman, 2013; Epstein, 2011), see
Figure 3. “The theory of overlapping spheres of influence integrates and
extends ecological, educational, psychological, and sociological theories and
perspectives on social organisation and relationships”, states Epstein, who
refers to Bronfenbrenner, amongst other scholars (Epstein, 2001, p. 44).

/ . ’/ g .
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|‘ Famlly ' policies and
| *Structures and ! Practices
\_ Resources Fe
A // \\ Y,
~ _ el . \
/ Community
\ *Social Capacity |
and )
\ Connections /
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Figure 3 Epstein’s School-family-community partnership model (adapted from
Coleman, 2013, p. 24)

Epstein (2011) states that a maximum overlap among these three
spheres is reached when there is a true partnership that reflects frequent
school-family-community communication and a program that is responsive
to the needs of all families and children. In contrast, she says, the spheres
minimally overlap when families, schools, and communities operate with
very little communication and mutual planning.

The depiction of the model in Figure 3 builds on Coleman (2013, p. 24)
and shows a slightly simplified version of the external structure of the
model as described by Epstein. That model also has an internal structure
only containing the spheres of family and school (Epstein, 2011, p. 32). The
time axis is added in Figure 3 to Coleman’s depiction, as it is an essential
factor in Epstein’s model of the external structure and symbolises a history
line for students, families and schools. The time axis shows that there will
be a “typical,” or expected, pattern of separation or overlap of the spheres
at different times, based on the child’s age, the level of school and the
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historical time. Until now, “the greatest overlap of family and school
spheres for most children has occurred during the preschool and early
elementary grades,” says Epstein (2011, p. 33), but the overlap also varies
due to different philosophies, policies, practices and pressures of parents,
teachers or both.

There have been several studies with different perspectives on
programmes used by schools within the National Network of Partnership
Schools (NNPS), a network of schools that build their programmes of home-
school relationship based on Epstein’s model (National Network of
Partnership Schools, n.d.). Findings indicate positive results of using NNPS
parental involvement programmes to affect students at risk in a positive
way, to work against racism and discrimination in schools with a diverse
student group, and how parents’ liaisons can help to bridge the home-
school gap (Sanders, 1996, 2008; Sanders & Lewis, 2005).

Epstein and her colleagues, cooperating with the NNPS, have developed
a version of the programme for middle and high schools so "schools can
create programmes that enable all parents to remain engaged with their
teens and their schools” (Epstein, 2007, p. 19). The time axis of the model is
a good reminder that it is important to look for changes in partnership and
parental involvement during the years students spend in compulsory
school.

Epstein’s model has been used in Nordic research, and it has influenced
the official policy in the Nordic countries, as described in next section
(Christiansen, 2010; Dannesboe et al.,, 2012; Nordahl, 2007). A study of
teacher competencies and parental cooperation in Norway used the model
for planning and analysing data from interviews with 16 pairs of parents
and teachers in two primary schools (Westergard, 2013). The findings
revealed that school leaders must appreciate parental cooperation and
recognize their responsibility to build the necessary competence in the
school system by creating standards and routines. Moreover, they must
give teachers a space to build their professional and personal competencies
to use in effective parental cooperation. Westergard argues that focus on
building teachers’ competencies is needed to prevent disillusionment
amongst parents. A project in a compulsory school in Akureyri in Northern
Iceland followed Epstein’s model for developing the school's cooperation
with families (Audunsdaéttir, 2007). An evaluation showed that the model
was useful; teachers and parents were pleased with the organisation of the
cooperation and the effects of the developmental project. The main
conclusion was that these clearly positive results indicate that Epstein’s
model would be useful for other Icelandic compulsory schools.
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2.5 Perspectives on partnership models

Epstein’s school-family-community partnership model aims to explain the
relationship between those involved and is widely used in developmental
work. However, Epstein’s model and other models of a similar kind have
received their share of criticism from different perspectives.

One critical perspective touches upon responsibility and professionalism.
According to Epstein’s model for enhancing parental involvement, school
professionals are responsible for initiating and facilitating two-way or even
three-way communication. This view on who is responsible is common and
revealed in many writings about parental involvement (Christiansen, 2010;
Nordahl, 2007). The same view of responsibility is also clear in the policy
documents like the Icelandic Compulsory School Act of 2008 and the
Icelandic national curriculum guide for compulsory schools from 2013, and
it is also included in a report on the vision for the future in compulsory
schools until 2020, set forth by unions of teachers and school leaders and
the Icelandic Association of Local Authorities (Félag grunnskdlakennara,
Samband islenskra sveitarfélaga, & Skdlastjorafélag islands, 2007). To put
the responsibility for parental involvement solely with the school
professionals can be an attempt to counter the fact that many middle
school and high school teachers report that the only time they contact
families is when students are in trouble (Epstein, 2007; Nordahl, 2007). That
school professionals bear the responsibility for initiating and facilitating the
home-school relationship is regarded as a part of teachers’ professionalism
and professional duties (Christiansen, 2007, 2010; Gudjénsddttir,
Gudmundsdadttir, ivarsdottir, & bérarinsson, 2005; Hargreaves, 2000). New
theories regarding professionalism question this view and stress the
importance of teamwork in school communities, where students and
parents are active in decision-making along with school personnel.
Cooperating with parents in this fashion promotes respect for teachers as
professionals (Kristinsson, 2013; borsteinsson, 2003).

Another critical perspective is that parental involvement programmes
are not responsive enough and don’t consider the differences and
circumstances in each school, community, parent and student groups,
which form the prerequisite for cooperation. In other words, the
programmes are a bit rigid and function as though “one size fits all”.
Programmes should incorporate subtler components to maximize the
efficacy of these initiatives, concludes Jeynes (2011a) after doing a meta-
analysis on research findings about home-school relationships and
academic success. He claims that parental involvement is more complicated
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and broader than a set of deliberate, overt actions such as helping students
with their homework or participating in social activities. He criticises the
traditional image of good home-school cooperation, and describes that the
findings from the meta-analysis indicate that the most powerful aspects of
parental involvement are frequently subtle, such as maintaining high
expectations of one’s children, communicating with children, and parental
style (Jeynes, 2005). An increasing body of research suggests that the key
qualities for fostering parental involvement in schools may also be subtle,
Jeynes says, and “whether teachers, principals, and school staff are loving,
encouraging, and supportive to parents may be more important than the
specific guidelines and tutelage they offer to parents” (Jeynes, 2011b, p. 10-
11).

In this doctoral project, | used Epstein’s school-family-community
partnership model as a frame of reference. | compared some findings using
the structure of the model, but the critical perspectives also proved to be
helpful in interpreting the findings.

2.6 Social and cultural factors

School personnel have contact with families of all students and experience
the influences of their diverse economic, social and cultural backgrounds,
i.e. the different background factors that affect children’s well-being and
learning outcomes as well as the home-school relations. These factors can
be referred to as the economic, social and cultural capital the families
possess.

Several scholars have defined social capital, but in writings about its
meaning in schools, Catts refers to Bourdieu: “social capital is found in
social networks and connections, and in contacts and group membership
that potentially support access to valued resources” (Bourdieu in Catts,
2009, p. 39). Social capital can therefore explain why it is easier for middle-
class parents and teachers to connect and understand each other, easier
than for teachers and parents of a different backgrounds. Cultural capital
refers to a person’s education and manners, therefore, for example,
parents with higher education possess more cultural capital than do
parents with only compulsory education. Social and cultural capital can
present themselves in different forms depending on the field. These types
of capital can be converted into some form of economic capital, although
they are not as easily accessible as economic capital (e.g. money,
properties) (Bourdieu, 2007). Catts (2009) writes about the inter-related
roles of cultural and social capital within schools, and says that Bourdieu
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identified both the strong dependency of educational outcomes on
inherited cultural capital, and that there is a complex relationship between
inherited cultural capital and social capital.

An ethnographic study in Denmark explored the home-school
relationship with regard to differences in social and cultural capital
(Palludan, 2012). Findings showed that parents tend to adapt to the social
and cultural organization of home-school relationship without questioning
it or trying to influence it. This adaption is easier for couples than for single
parents, and easier for parents living in a middle-class neighbourhood
rather than elsewhere.

In a mixed-method study in Norway, Baeck (2009) examines how lower-
secondary school parents experience the interaction with teachers and
school, if they feel welcome, and if so, if they feel that they can influence
what goes on in school. Baeck uses Bourdieu’s concept of social field, where
different actors fight to achieve or maintain power, and argues that the
school arena can be regarded as such a social field. Back finds that even
though most parents feel welcome in school and are satisfied with the
home-school cooperation in many ways, there are still aspects of this
relationship that are problematic, and the relationship is often experienced
as distant. Back relates this to power-dynamics and says, “The failure to
include parents in the central discussions that take place in the school
setting disregards parents as equal partners in the home-school relation”
(Baeck, 2009, p. 349). The main conclusion is that the teachers are in power
in this social field called school.

In this project on parental involvement, it is necessary to take into
consideration the cultural and social factors that influence the home-school
relations, and the school as a social field. To sum up, research has shown
that parents’ social background has definite effects on home-school
relationships; parents with more formal education are more ready to
participate in home-school cooperation than are those with less education
(Baeck, 2005, 2009; Epstein, 2011; Epstein et al., 2002; Lareau, 2000).
Parents tend to adapt to the social and cultural organization of school
(Palludan, 2012). Middle-class parents find the cooperation to be easier
than do working class parents, and the latter feel more detached from
school, which is a hinderance to active participation, according to Lareau
(2000). However, like many other social variables, class effects vary in
research findings (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Hoover-Dempsey &
Sandler, 1997).
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2.7 The Nordic view

It is a common belief that Iceland is a society of educational equity. This is
supported, for example, by analysis of results from Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) tests, which show that the
differences in outcomes between schools are the smallest in all the
participating countries (Olafsson & Halldérsson, 2017). In Iceland, equity in
education is very often associated with influences from Nordic countries.
Therefore, it is of interest to find if parental involvement can be included in
the Nordic point of view in education.

Pasi Sahlberg (2014) has described the emphasis on equity and quality in
educational systems and suggested that it could be called the Nordic point
of view, since the Nordic countries in general have emphasised these
values. His writings and lectures about changes in education, policies and
implications in practice have received much attention, and he is now
counselling the city of Reykjavik on new school policy (Samradsvettvangur
um menntastefnu, 2017). His formation of the Nordic view, or the Nordic
model of education, is compelling for the research field of parental
involvement (Sahlberg, 2011, 2014, 2015). Sahlberg draws upon extensive
international work and his experience as an "insider" in his work on Finnish
lessons, now Finnish lessons 2.0 (2015), in which he describes how the
Finnish strategy and tactics differ from those of the global educational
reform movement, North American reforms in particular.

In his writings about the global educational reform movement (GERM),
Sahlberg (2011) draws attention to six main elements: standardization of
and in education, increased focus on literacy and numeracy, teaching for
predetermined results, transfer of innovation from corporate to the
educational world, test-based accountability policies for schools, and
increased control of schools. These indicators are visible in Iceland, for
example, as an emerging interest for private schools, a heavy press debate
about bad PISA results, and the last White Paper on educational reform
(Mennta- og menningarmalaraduneytid, 2014), a policy document by the
Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, which described the goals of
improving literacy scores and diminishing dropout rates in higher secondary
schools.

On the other hand, the Nordic view is also visible in the educational
debate and in policy documents that explicitly point in the Nordic direction,
including the report on the vision for the future in compulsory schools until
2020, set forth by the teachers’ and school leaders’ unions and the Icelandic
Association of Local Authorities (Félag grunnskélakennara et al., 2007). The
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Nordic view, emphasizing equity and quality, is eminent in the yearly plan
set forth by local school authorities like in Reykjavik, for example, but one
can also see the tendency of increased control in defining a myriad of
indicators to evaluate school practices (Reykjavikurborg, 2015).

A discussion of the Nordic view and Sahlberg’s perspective on school
development is vital for the analysis of parents’ satisfaction about the
school their child attends, and parents’ view on their opportunities to
influence that school.

2.8 Home-school relations in the Nordic countries

The Nordic countries have long traditions of home-school cooperation. The
Icelandic compulsory school system is in many ways like systems in the
other Nordic countries, but of course they all have their own national traits.
Finland has chosen a developmental path a bit different from the other
Nordic countries, characterised, for example, by the feature of teaching and
learning with high confidence in teachers and principals as professionals
(Sahlberg, 2015). Nonetheless, the prominent traits in the development of
parental involvement in compulsory schools are in many ways similar in all
the Nordic countries. A short, general description of home-school
relationships in the Nordic countries would be that the relationships are
systemic and regular; emphasis is on parent-teacher conferences (e.g. twice
each school year for 15-20 minutes), and information flows mainly one-way
to families from the supervisory teachers who bear the primary
responsibility for initiating and sustaining contact with students’ families.

Legislation and policy documents emphasise the importance of home-
school cooperation, and steps have been taken in recent years to give
parents a more significant position in the schools (Bseck, 2009;
Kristoffersson, 2009; Risku, Bjork, & Browne-Ferrigno, 2012). Analysis of the
development of home-school relations in Sweden showed that “the school
has a responsibility for students’ knowledge and social development that
require real functioned collaboration between school and home, a need
that is clearly stated in national curriculum documents” (Kristoffersson, Gu,
& Zhang, 2013, p. 191).

In Denmark in the last 30-40 vyears, several political campaigns,
programmes and pedagogical measures have emerged to strengthen the
home-school relationship (Dannesboe et al., 2012). These actions have
been grounded in the rhetoric that this is in the child’s best interest, and
that all cooperation between home and school is good. Dannesboe, Kryger,
Palludan and Ravn (2012) are critical of "the more, the better" rhetoric and
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argue that it is time to shift focus and pay attention to the quality of the
home-school relationship. They focus on students and parents and the
social significance of the home-school relationship in everyday life, with a
particular interest in the impact of the prevailing practices of cooperation.
They find the practices surprisingly similar from one school to another, and
describe them as follows:

The basic elements are to be found in very different schools,
from early childhood to graduation. The standardized basic
elements are one or two home-school conferences per year,
where parents and teachers - and sometimes students - talk
about the student, and one or two common parent meetings.
Added to this are some letters with information, communication
through information systems on the Internet, individual
development plans and various social events (Dannesboe et al.,
2012, p. 9).

The features of cooperation in Norway are described in a similar way.
Direct contact between teachers and parents is limited to participation in
one common parent meeting and one parent-teacher conference for 30
minutes per semester (Nordahl, 2007). The child is normally present during
the conferences. In Nordahl’s study, 53% of the parents say they have had
contact with teachers by telephone; Nordahl points out that only half of the
Norwegian parent group has had a direct conversation with teachers where
only adults were present, restricting possibilities for real dialogues. Most
teachers interviewed in this research report that they seek contact with
parents only when needed, often just when something negative has
happened at school. This can easily have negative consequences for the
relationship between teachers and parents. Nordahl (2007) finds it
somewhat noteworthy and unfortunate that schools and teachers do not
focus more on cooperating with parents. He states that there is a long
distance between the ideal and the reality in this matter.

A Finnish study of home-school collaboration shows a different kind of
deficit in the cooperation. The study relied on questionnaires and
interviews with teachers, school leaders, parents, and 10-11 year-old pupils,
in four compulsory schools. The results showed that the basic structures
necessary to enable the children’s academic success were well established,
but support for their healthy growth and development was only partially
developed, despite good intentions. The school personnel intended to
promote the children’s learning and healthy development, but mutual
collaboration between home and school was neither goal-orientated nor
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systematically implemented in schools (Sormunen, Tossavainen, & Turunen,
2011).

The findings above bring attention to the fact that good intentions are
not always fulfilled, and trying to understand what hinders is enlightening.
A comparative study of pupil experience of secondary schooling in England,
France and Denmark from 1998 to 2001 showed that the socio-cultural
context in which learning takes place has a profound effect on the student,
the class and the school environment including the relationship between
the school and the home (Ravn, 2002). Contact with parents was a teacher
responsibility in Denmark. In England, the group tutor was responsible for
making the initial contact with parents. In France, the professor, principal or
administration was responsible for contact with parents. Ravn (2002) also
points out that schools in these countries have very different perspectives
on the parent’s role. School professionals in Denmark view parents as
partners and discuss the curriculum and school life in class with them. In
England, the school personnel see parents more as fund raisers and
consumers. In France, parents had no formal relations with school
personnel to enable the parents to control their children as pupils. The
findings in Ravn’s study underline how communities condition the home-
school relationship.

Rasmussen (2004) builds on interviews with teachers in his research on
educational systems and the conditions that frame schoolwork and
possibilities schools have in modern times. His findings show that teachers
have many duties other than teaching and the upbringing of their students,
and they find the most important of all those duties to be cooperation with
parents. “But teachers’ opinion of parents is ambivalent: Parents are either
a premise or a barrier to successful teaching. These opinions do not exclude
one another, but bring forth speculations on the needs for a well-
functioning cooperation with parents” (Rasmussen, 2004, p. 156). On the
one hand, Rasmussen says, teachers view parents as co-workers or
partners. On the other hand, they see parents as consumers or users of
schools. This contradiction often leads the teachers to reflect on borders,
what teachers find to be right and just towards parents and what they find
unacceptable for themselves. At the same time, teachers wish to establish
the relationship in such a way that parents support and assist them in their
work (Rasmussen, 2004). In other words, teachers reflect on where to draw
the line between them and the parents in a good relationship. Thus,
Rasmussen’s perspective can be helpful to interpret the relationships
between teachers and parents, especially when the relations are rigid or
problematic.

Relating with parents can sometimes be difficult, demanding and
stressful, seen from teachers' point of view, and can therefore affect
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teachers’ understanding and experiences of their profession (Baeck, 2015).
This was revealed in research interviewing supervisory teachers from lower-
secondary schools in Norway. They also said that this part of teachers’ job is
often deprioritized due to lack of time and resources, even though they find
parental involvement and home-school cooperation to be important. The
researcher concludes that it is necessary to institutionalise this part of
schools’ work at the level of school leaders. “The responsibility should rest
firmly on the school leaders who should construct and implement strategies
and action plans for how the relation between school, teacher and parent
should be” (Bzeck, 2015, p. 44). These findings are amongst other showing
that the responsibility for home-school relations and the work needed for
cultivating cooperation too often rests on supervisory teachers only. It also
brings the spotlight on leaders’ responsibility in this matter.

Another Norwegian study showed that teachers often underestimate
parents’ dissatisfaction with school; the dissatisfaction has to do with
school factors as well as the parent-teacher relationship (Westergard,
2007). The study included 124 teachers and 888 parents from 20 schools
and 95 classes in nine municipalities. The overall picture was that teachers
thought that fewer parents were disillusioned than was the case. Multiple
regression analysis revealed that 42% of the variance in teachers'
perceptions of parental disillusionment was explained by classroom
variables or teacher pressure variables. Westergard concludes that
attempts to understand problems in home-school relations should focus at
least as much on aspects of classroom and school life as on the real
interactions between teachers and parents.

Westergard (2013) took a closer look at parent-teacher relations and
referred to Epstein’s model of partnership. The results revealed that 10 of
the 16 pairs of parents and teachers managed to establish effective
cooperation, but six pairs did not. The interviews also revealed a need for
competence-building activities at various levels in schools. Westergard, like
Back, draws attention to school leaders’ role and responsibility in building
collective competence at the school level by forming routines and school
standards for cooperation with parents. Secondly, Westergard brings forth
the need for colleagues’ collective competence in cooperating with parents.
And thirdly, she says, “each teacher’s individual competence in cooperating
with parents is an important factor regarding parental cooperation”
(Westergard, 2013, p. 91).

The studies presented in this section underline the various relations
between the adults in a home-school relationship, and reflect that home-
school relations are diverse and sometimes demanding as seen from
teachers’ point of view. The parents’ side is presented later in this chapter.
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2.9 The Icelandic context

In Iceland, the majority of compulsory schools (age levels six to 16) is run by
local authorities, and all compulsory schools are directed by laws and
regulations that frame the work done there and the different roles partners
play.

Parents’ legal rights are stated in The Compulsory School Act no. 91, that
took effect in 2008. One of the main objectives in Article 2 concerns home-
school relationship: “The compulsory school shall encourage good
cooperation between the school and the home, with the objective of
ensuring successful school operation, general welfare and safety for pupils”.
The policy on joint responsibility of home and school in upbringing and
education of children is reinforced in The Icelandic National Curriculum
Guide for Compulsory Schools General Section from 2011 (Icelandic
national curriculum guide for compulsory schools — With Subject Areas,
2013). According to the Compulsory School Act and the National
Curriculum, parents have the right to choose a compulsory school for their
children in accordance with the regulation of the municipality and to have
special needs of their children met at that school. They also have the right
to information about school activities and their children’s education.

Every school district has a school board for all the compulsory schools in
the municipality. This arrangement came into effect with The Compulsory
School Act in 1974, and for the next two decades municipal authorities
shared responsibilities with the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture.
With the Compulsory School Act from 1995, all responsibilities for the
compulsory schools were given to municipal governance. The school board
in each district forms the policy, but all major decisions are made by city
councils or councils of each municipality. Headmasters, teachers and
parents, or parents’ associations in bigger municipalities, elect one
representative each to take part in the school board meetings, but without
voting rights (see Article No. 6 in The Compulsory School Act, 2008).

Parents’ opportunities to influence school practices increased with the
Compulsory School Act from 2008; Article 8 states that every compulsory
school in Iceland is now required to have its own School Council with two
parent representatives:

The School Council participates in policy making for the school
and in devising and developing the school culture. The School
Council shall discuss the school curriculum guide, annual
operational schedule, financial plan and other plans regarding
school activities. The School Council shall have a saying regarding
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any plans for major changes to school operations and activities
before a final decision is made thereof. The School Council shall
monitor security, conditions and general well-being of pupils.
(Compulsory School Act, 91 C.F.R., 2008)

Every compulsory school also has its Parents’ Council, an independent
organisation for parents of all students. The role of the Parents’ Council is
defined in Article 9 of the Compulsory School Act: "to support school
activities, encourage pupils’ welfare and promote the relations between
school and home”.

Articles 8 and 9 together grant parents significant opportunities to
influence their children’s schools. New legislation and associated
regulations are indicative of the educational policy, which aims to increase
parents’ impact and responsibility. Therefore, both political and
pedagogical arguments support the emphasis on the role of parents and
their influence within Icelandic compulsory schools (Finnbogason, 2009). It
seems that the development has been rather similar in the neighbouring
countries during the last decades. It has not been unproblematic. For
example, a Norwegian study showed that parent representatives on school
boards and school councils face complicated tasks, since parents are never
a homogenous group (Baeck, 2009). In a Swedish study about parental
involvement through local school boards, Kristoffersson (2009) found that
parental influence has increased in recent years, but she questions if it has
had a positive effect on local democracy as intended.

Home-school relations are part of school culture, and teachers are in a
pivotal position to develop these relations—just as they hold the key to
many other aspects of school development (K. Jonsdéttir, 2005). The special
role of the supervisory teacher was described in the first section of this
chapter as one of the key concepts, and its importance is somewhat similar
in all the Nordic countries.

In Iceland, the supervisory teacher serves as a link between school and
home, and as students’ special guardian and advisor. This role is well known
and verified in different ways in Icelandic society. His or her status is, for
example, found on the website for Ombudsman for Children, where it is
stated that the supervisory teacher should always be the first person to be
consulted when students encounter some kind of problem that affects their
studies and well-being at school (Ombudsman for children, n.d.). When
students in Icelandic schools use the term my teacher, it most often refers
to the supervisory teacher and shows more than anything the importance
of this role within every school system.
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An Icelandic study by Sigurgeirsson and Kaldaléns (2006) in compulsory
schools in Reykjavik shows that in schools where teachers had positive
attitudes towards parental involvement, disciplinary problems were fewer
than in schools where home-school relations were weaker. There were
frequent invitations to encourage parents to get involved; great emphasis
was on informing parents with newsletters and emails, and the focus was
on mediating positive results, successes and victories. Even though one
cannot state that there is a causality, the findings reveal that the personnel
in the "problem-free" schools managed to blend warmth and openness into
their organised cooperation with parents, and this correlated with fewer
disciplinary problems.

These findings underpin the value of good home-school relationships,
both the structured and honest communication as emphasized by Epstein,
and the supportive and warm attitudes highlighted by Jeynes, as described
earlier in this chapter. Therefore, teachers as professionals should support
and encourage parents in their parental roles. Supervisory teachers play a
vital role in this context as the main link between the home and the school
(Jeynes, 2011b).

2.10 Families

Improvements in parents’ rights and opportunities to influence compulsory
schools are prominent in the Compulsory School Act no. 91 from 2008, as
described before. This can be interpreted as reflecting increased parents’
empowerment in recent years. The concept of empowerment means that
every individual is a specialist in his or her own needs, has authority in
collaboration with those who provide service to him or her, and the service
shall be grounded in equity and mutual respect (Sigurjénsdéttir, 2006). This
definition fits well regarding parents of school children. The empowerment
of parents in their collaboration with the schools is important since it is
considered to have a favourable impact on improving the position their
children have in their learning at school (Adalbjarnarddttir, 2007; Olsen &
Fuller, 2008; Semundsdottir & Karvelsdottir, 2008).

It is a common belief in Iceland that parents contribute to their
children's success in compulsory school primarily by participating in school-
related activities and assisting with homework. In Norway the curriculum
envisions parents as partners, and consequently they must be taken
seriously (Westergard, 2013). Parents and their participation do matter;
however, how this participation should be supported and organised is not
as clear. Both parents’ opinions and wishes about the home-school
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relationship and their participation in school activities differ. Parental
influence in schools has increased (Baeck, 2009; Kristoffersson, 2009), but
conflicting interests mark modern life. Marindsson (2002) remarked that it
could come in handy for busy parents if schools were to expect only small
interventions on their behalf.

Educational research has firmly established that parental involvement in
schools has a positive impact on achievement and adjustment (Desforges &
Abouchaar, 2003; Hattie, 2009; Jeynes, 2005, 2011a). However, parents’
support of their children comes in various shapes and sizes. Their
involvement in schools is strongly influenced by the family’s social class,
including economic status, education level of the mother and psycho-social
health, single parent status, and, to a lesser degree, ethnicity (Desforges &
Abouchaar, 2003).

Parents with formal education are more apt to take part in home-school
cooperation than those with less education (Bzeck, 2009). Also, parents
with more capital and capacity, who have the experience of success in
school and highly value education, tend to be better able to tackle home-
school relationships (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003). Parents with higher
education are often more likely to acknowledge that parental support is
essential in education. Moreover, parents with a high socio-economic
status (SES) are also likely to appreciate the importance of a good education
in terms of living a successful adult life, but “ascertaining the causal
relationship between parental involvement and SES is a challenging one”
(Jeynes, 20113, p. 71).

In a review of the impact of parental involvement, parental support and
family education on pupil achievement and adjustment, Desforges and
Abouchaar highlight the following:

The most important finding from the point of view of this review
is that parental involvement in the form of ‘at-home good
parenting’ has a significant positive effect on children’s
achievement and adjustment even after all other factors shaping
attainment have been taken out of the equation. In the primary
age range the impact caused by different levels of parental
involvement is much bigger than differences associated with
variations in the quality of schools. The scale of the impact is
evident across all social classes and all ethnic groups (Desforges
& Abouchaar, 2003, p. 4-5).

In a new study, Baeck (2017) focuses on academic socialisation as a
critical component for understanding parents’ influence on children’s
schooling, as a growing body of research has put forward academic or
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educational socialisation as being more important than other forms of
parental involvement. “Academic socialisation is what takes place when
parents talk to their young ones about the importance of education and
about the importance of performing well in school” (Baeck, 2017, p. 125).
Baeck concludes that general encouragement to get parents involved in
school, may imply increased parental involvement for educated, middle-
class parents.

Sociological perspectives also include factors such as gender, class and
ethnicity and show how these are related to child-rearing practices, views
on academic performance and home-school relations. Studies with these
perspectives do not aim to identify the ideal home-school relationship or
give the recipe for a perfect relationship. They focus on revealing the social
preconditions and circumstances that support or hinder parents’
involvement in their children’s education. Nowadays, Danish research in the
field is more in line with this focus, according to Dannesboe, Kryger,
Palludan and Ravn (2012). In the research project “Home-school
collaboration as a cultural truism—a multi-sited ethnographic study” (d.
Skole-hjem-samarbejde som kulturel selvfglgelighed—en multi-sited
etnografisk afdeekning), the aim is not to identify a defective or ideal
collaboration. Rather, it is to give research-based insights into children’s
and families’ everyday lives and contribute to discussions in the field
without pointing to one correct direction.

Ravn (in Dannesboe et al.,, 2012) writes about the compensatory
rationale as the view of a particular group of parents as being unable to
socialize their own children. She mentions, as an example of this rationale,
that in Denmark in the year 2010, some millions were allocated to
strengthen home-school cooperation with immigrant parents. The danger
of school leaders and teachers patronizing parents is apparent despite all
good intentions and could explain why some parents turn away from school
when their children get older.

Svanbjornsdéttir (2007) researched whether Icelandic parents of
children aged 4-12 years wanted support in their parental role. Almost 70%
of respondents said they would like support, but parents who considered
themselves well-competent to raise a child wished for less support than did
others. One must wonder about the 30% who do not want support and
what differentiates them from the parent group in general.

Active parental involvement in school life was seen as a key to children’s
success in a study of Finnish parents’ views on responsibility in the home-
school relations (Book & Perala-Littunen, 2014). The same study showed
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that in some discourse, teachers and parents were seen as polar opposites,
e.g. teachers as experts — parents as laymen. These findings are in line with
Rasmussen’s findings described earlier, stating that teachers’ opinions of
parents are ambivalent; parents are either a premise or a barrier to
successful teaching. It is also important to note that a barrier to parental
involvement may occur if teachers do not recognise the social and cultural
preconditions that affect participation.

Academic socialisation of children is essential, and educated middle-
class parents possess most of the capital parents need to handle that task
(Baeck, 2017). It is an advantage for some children that school personnel
and middle-class parents communicate easily, having similar capital in their
backpacks. But compulsory schools are for every child, so people belonging
to other classes or subcultures can be in a vulnerable situation when
communicating and cooperating with the schools their children attend.

2.11 The changes when students become teenagers

Cultural pressure on parents to act in the best interests of the child is
stronger in present-day society than it was for some decades ago.
Ultimately, this means that rather than being accepted as they are, children
have become the target of all kinds of educative efforts (B6ok & Peréla-
Littunen, 2014). In a new study about the growing institutionalization of
children's lives, Kryger (2015) finds that there has been an increased adult
monitoring of children because of increased coordination or amalgamation
of the adults they meet at home (parents) and school (teachers).

Parental responsibility is a topic much discussed in contemporary Finnish
society. Book and Peréla-Littunen (2008) say that responsibility seems to be
a key question when drawing a generational line between adults and
children, and a key concept in policy-making and public debate about the
lives of children and parents. If this metaphor is taken further, one can say
that teenagers dance on the line between child life and adult life,
developing ideas about what they want and trying to have a say by
expressing their opinions. Vinterek (2006) has analysed school practices in
Sweden and how they have been influenced by the concept of
individualized learning, and developed through several phases since the
1960s. She states that students today are expected to take more individual
responsibility and can therefore have more influence on their own learning,
but the responsibility has partly been moved from the school to the
students and their parents, thereby sometimes accentuating the
vulnerability of students who lack resources. Baeck’s (2017) conclusions
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point in the same direction; she says that changes in learning and teaching
methods seem to give certain advantages to students who have good
preconditions for learning and for students who can manage well on their
own. “This pedagogical model corresponds best to the parenting styles of
middle-class parents, and in this way, the national curriculum of Norway
has given children of middle-class parents (even) more advantages in
school” (Baeck, 2017, p. 129).

These political and pedagogical changes affect teenage students more
than the younger ones in compulsory schools, since teens are expected, by
all adults, to be able to take on more responsibility in their lives. For
teenagers who do not have much support in their families, it is often harder
to live up to those expectancies. Therefore, as Baeck and Vinterek argued,
the individualised learning pedagogy can in praxis turn against its good
intentions and increase negative experiences of school for some teenagers.

Several studies have shown that parents often cease participation in
their children’s lives as the children become teenagers. The extent of
parental involvement diminishes as the child grows older. This affects
teenagers’ lives in many different and sometimes unfortunate ways, says
Nordahl (2007). His comparison of parents’ experiences of cooperation with
schools shows that it also becomes qualitatively worse as schoolchildren
become older. Parents receive less information, have fewer dialogues with
teachers, and their influence and knowledge of curriculum and textbooks
becomes weaker. Nordahl reports that this may be an expression of the
schools and the teenagers’ teachers becoming more autonomous as the
students grow older, and are less influenced by parents. Yet students’
influences do not seem to increase significantly.

The expectations for better academic achievement are all around in
modern societies and put pressure on teenagers as well as adults. Hattie
(2012) points out that it is necessary to distinguish between factors in
achievement that can be changed and those that cannot, and between
factors that can be easily changed and those that demand very complicated
efforts. A longitudinal study by Gregory and Weinstein (2004) on home-
school relationships as predictors for growth in achievement in math in
eighth through twelfth grade showed, contrary to what the researchers
expected, that teachers were not able to compensate for parents, even
during a developmental stage when adolescents draw on adult support
outside of the home. “Perhaps if adolescents do not experience
fundamental relationship qualities with parents, they become disaffected
from adults in general and disregard resources offered by other adults”
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(Gregory & Weinstein, 2004, p. 422). This adds to the picture of possible
explanations of the differences in students’ desire for parental
participation. Gregory and Weinstein add that teachers and parents should
take mutual responsibility for adolescents’ academic successes, which
would be especially beneficial for low-income adolescents.

Gender differences must be brought to light when discussing equity and
diversity in the teenage student group. Gender and class are strong social
influences on career choice, for example (Vilhjalmsdottir & Arnkelsson,
2013). Both gender differences and individual differences within each
gender in educational and occupational choices are linked to differences in
individuals' expectations of success (Eccles, 2011). Eccles states that
gendered socialization practices at home, in the schools, and among peers
play a major role in shaping these individual differences in self-perception,
which affects teenagers and their wishes regarding parental involvement in
schools.

Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) point out that lessening parental
involvement as the child gets older is strongly influenced by the child taking
an active mediating role. A possible explanation for the dwindling contact
may be that teenagers simply need to distance themselves from adults,
parents and teachers and need more space as they mature. This decreased
participation could be a sign of healthy relationships in general, as Niels
Kryger (2012) has suggested. His research on ninth grade students’ stories
of their interpretation and meaning of the home-school relationship
showed that the established forms of cooperation between home and
school leave very little space for students’ perspectives. He states that it is
especially important for teenagers, developing their own identity, to find
their own way to deal with parent-teacher cooperation and to be active in
creating home-school relationships with adults. Kryger’s study gives a voice
to teenagers, describes their opinions of the home-school relationship, and
depicts their experience of parental involvement. It has been difficult to
find other studies reporting on teenagers’ opinions of parental
involvement. That may be symbolic of how little attention has been given to
students’ experience and opinions in this matter, but that is one focus point
in this study.

2.12 Research focus and questions

Different findings and arguments regarding parental involvement have
been brought forward, going from the vast perspective of theories, models
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and critical perspectives, narrowing through Nordic research to the
Icelandic context to focus on the students and their families.

Doing the literature review and the research process as a whole
revealed the many and diverse perspectives in research on parental
involvement in compulsory schools. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory was chosen as a basis since it explains that schools do not operate in
a vacuum; they are bound to many stakeholders, individuals and
institutions. Epstein’s school-family-community partnership model builds
on Bronfenbrenner’s theory and thus served well as a point of departure
when the literature revealed the need for mapping out Icelandic practices.
Consequently, the main research question was broad and led the research
to embrace the main features of parental involvement in Icelandic
compulsory schools. Simultaneously, the research process, including my
presentations of papers at Nordic conferences and workshops, brought
forth other viewpoints and angles. Thus, | bring attention to Nordic
research that | believe is valuable for Icelandic research in this field since
Nordic societies have much in common and the development of their
school systems often follow similar tracks. Also, some critical social
perspectives are presented in this literature review, as they influenced the
research process considerably, the formation of the second and third
underpinning research questions and, consequently, the production of
knowledge presented as findings.

In sum, the doctoral project was guided by the overall research
guestion: What part does parental involvement play in compulsory schools
in Iceland? Three underpinning questions were addressed:

1. What characterises the home-school relationship and the
cooperation between parents and teachers?

2. What do teenagers prefer in parents’ participation, and how
could their wishes affect the cooperation?

3. Which factors influence parents” satisfaction with schools, and
how do they affect the home-school relationship?
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This chapter begins with an explanation of the choice of methodology for
this doctoral project, Parental involvement in compulsory schools in Iceland.
Then, the overall research design for the bigger research project, Teaching
and learning in Icelandic compulsory schools, is described. That includes
describing participants, questionnaires and procedures of the bigger
research project. In section 3.6, the focus returns to the doctoral project.
Methods used for analysing the results presented in the four papers are
described, followed by sections about validity and ethical issues.

3.1 The choice of methodology

Two main facts affected the choice of methodology in the doctoral project.
Firstly, one of three main aims of the bigger research project was to give an
overview of practices in Icelandic compulsory schools at the beginning of
the 21% century, including practices regarding parental involvement.
Secondly, the research field of parental involvement in Iceland was almost
unexplored, as revealed in the literature review. These facts influenced the
formation of the research questions and the subsequent choice of placing
the research within the quantitative paradigm.

There was an obvious need for an overview of practices in home-school
relationships in Icelandic compulsory schools. Quantitative methods are
appropriate for the exploration needed to map and describe the current
situation, as is the focus of the first underpinning research question,
explored in Paper | and Il and the chapter on parental involvement in the
Icelandic book published about the bigger research project. The second and
third underpinning research questions, regarding teenagers’ opinions and
factors influencing parents’ satisfaction and relation with school, arose
from the findings presented in Papers | and Il. Consequently, a more
thorough analysis of the quantitative data was effected and presented in
Papers Ill and IV. It could be interesting to address these questions further
from a different perspective with other methods as mentioned in chapter
5.4 on future research.
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3.2 Research design

The research project Teaching and learning in Icelandic compulsory schools
was conducted in 20 schools in collaboration with their personnel, students
and parents (Oskarsdéttir et al., 2014a). A team of around 50 researchers
and graduate students participated in the project, 20 faculty members from
the School of Education at the University of Iceland and the Faculty of
Education at the University of Akureyri, doctoral and master’s level
students, and employees from the participating municipalities and two
business enterprises.

Data were collected through interviews, field observations and
guestionnaires, and various documents were analysed, such as school
curricula and plans of school buildings. Only the quantitative data from the
qguestionnaires is used in this doctoral project. The project’s dataset has
been made available and can be used in future research.

3.3 Participants

The participants in the research project were the principals, teachers and
other school personnel in 20 compulsory schools in Iceland that accepted
an invitation to take part in the project, also the parents of the students
attending those schools, and students in grades 7 — 10 (12 to 16 years old)
in the 14 schools that had students at the lower-secondary level.

The 20 schools were in four municipalities: Reykjavik, Akureyri,
Reykjanesbaer and one school in a rural area. At that time 175 compulsory
schools were registered in Iceland. Of the 20 schools, 17 were selected
randomly, and three schools were selected because of their emphasis on
individualized learning. The sample is large; for example, the total number
of students in those 20 schools were 7300 and comprised 17% of all
students in compulsory schools in Iceland. An overview of numbers of
participants that answered the questionnaires is presented in Table 1.
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Table 1 Participants that answered the questionnaires

Schools Professional Supervisory Parents  Students
personnel teachers

20 schools 823 312 3481

14 schools? 1821

There were 860 school personnel asked to participate: teachers, school
leaders, social educators and teacher aides. In all, 823 school personnel
answered at least one of four questionnaires. Of those, 81 percent were
women, and 19 percent were men. Around 6.6 percent were 29 years old
or younger; 24.5 percent were 30 to 39 years, 30.2 percent were 40 to 49
years, 29.2 percent were 50-59 years, and 9.5 percent were 60 years old or
older. One group of school personnel gets particular attention in the
research: supervisory teachers, and they were 312.

Students in seventh through tenth grade in the 14 participating schools
with lower-secondary level participated; a random sample of two classes
was drawn if a grade level comprised more than two classes in a
participating school. Before visiting the schools, parents in the selected
classes received an introductory letter about the students’ questionnaires.
Parents were given the option of declining their child’s participation, and
students themselves could opt out. Seven parents did not want their child
to participate. The sample consisted of 2119 students, but 1821 answered a
guestionnaire. The number of students who participated, by gender and
age, is shown in Table 2.

? An on-site survey was conducted for students in grades 7-10 in the 14 schools that
had students at lower-secondary level (8th - 10" grade). Six schools only had
students at younger levels.
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Table 2 Students that participated, by gender and grade level (n = 1821)

Grade Girls Boys Total Percentage
7" grade 190 199 389 21.4%

8" grade 228 240 468 25.7%

9" grade 222 216 438 24.1%

10" grade 263 251 514 28.2%

No answer on grade or gender 12

Total 903 906

1821 100%

There were 5195 parents invited to participate. Lists with students’
names in the 20 schools were compared with the National Registry, and if
parents had siblings attending a participating school, one child was selected
randomly. The lists with students’ names were then paired with lists of
parents” e-mail addresses obtained from school records. E-mails were
chosen by selecting alternately the first e-mail address (often the mother)
and the second e-mail address (often the father), and the invitation letter
was sent to the selected e-mail addresses. Parents were asked to answer
the questionnaire about the child named in the invitation letter, and 3481
participated by answering the questionnaire.

Table 3 shows participating parents in relation to their child’s grade
level.

Table 3 Parents that participated, by their child’s grade level (n = 3481)

Grade level of their child Participants Percentage
1% — 4" grade 1322 38%

5" — 7" grade 1077 31%

8" — 10" grade 1065 30%
No answer on grade 17 1%
Total 3481 100%

In Paper IV, the influences of parents’ background on home-school relations
and parents’ opinions was explored. Several variables of characteristics
within the parent group were used in the analysis and they are described in
Table 4. The great majority (72.1%) of respondents were mothers. Parents
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were invited to respond to the questionnaire together, and that
opportunity was used by 5.6%. The participants noted that 73% of the
children lived with both parents during schooldays, while 13.3% lived in
single-mother households. The participants’ answers about their education
were recoded into four groups of respondents’ highest educational levels,
as shown in Table 4. The majority (62.7%) of participants had completed
education at the university level, but parents that had only completed
compulsory school accounted for 7.8%.

Table 4 Characteristics of participating parents, selected for analysis in Paper IV,
(n =2129) (reproduced from Paper 1V)

n %
All participants 2129
Who answered the survey (n = 2099)
Mother 1514 72.1
Father 468 223
Mother and father together 117 5.6
With whom the child lives, generally during schooldays (n = 2098)
Both parents 1532 73
Single mother 278 13.3
Single father 12 0.6
Mother and stepfather 183 8.7
Father and stepmother 18 0.9
Equally at mother’s and father’s households 74 35
Other 1 0.0
Participants’ highest educational levels (n = 2077)
Compulsory school 162 7.8
Vocational education 357 17.2
Upper-secondary school 256 12.3
University education 1302 62.7

The response rate for the parents’ questionnaires was 67% (n = 3481),
for school personnel around 82% (n = 823), and for the students it was 86%
(n =1821). The response rate is acceptable for all questionnaires and rather
high for some, as the response rate for surveys frequently falls below 50%
(Saunders, 2011).
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3.4 Questionnaires

The online questionnaires were developed by using guidelines on survey
construction from Karlsson (2003) and borsdéttir and Jonsson (2007).

A pre-test of all questionnaires, i.e. to school personnel, parents and
students, was conducted in a school in Northern Iceland. The
guestionnaires were revised with regards to results from these pre-tests
and comments received from the participants.

The four questionnaires for school personnel included questions about
their work conditions, usage of working hours and preferences regarding
home-school relationships. The total number of questions was 244,
including 612 items. There were some questions for specific groups, for
example, supervisory teachers, but 823 participants answered at least one
of four questionnaires for school professionals.

Students were asked, for example, about learning styles, use of the
Internet, their relationships with teachers, and about what they preferred
in parental participation in school activities. There were 32 questions,
including 130 items.

The survey for parents included questions about their backgrounds,
their cooperation with school personnel, exchange of information and level
of satisfaction with the service their child was getting at the school. There
were 39 questions, including 159 items.

3.5 Procedure

The survey software QuestionPro was used for online questionnaires.

The four questionnaires to school personnel were all online, and data
was collected in the school year 2009-2010. Links to the questionnaires
were sent to their work e-mail address in November 2009 and February,
April and June 2010. School personnel answered the first and second
guestionnaires at a time that was convenient for them. As a follow-up,
emails were sent to those who had not responded. The school personnel
were encouraged to answer the third and fourth questionnaires using
meeting hours in their school, and researchers were present in case any
problems occurred. This was done to increase the response rate, as some
schools had experienced problems when using the survey software.
Answers in the four questionnaires were connected by participants’ email
addresses, but they were removed before analysis began.

The students answered an online questionnaire in the computer room in
their own school during one visit from the research team to each school in
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Autumn 2010. Only students who were present at the time of the visit had
the opportunity to participate. As the sample consisted of 2119 students,
and 1821 answered a questionnaire, around 86% were present and willing
to participate.

The questionnaire to parents was online and sent to them in April 2011
using email addresses obtained from school records. As a follow-up, emails
were sent twice to the parents who had not responded, and the principals
of the schools sent letters to parents encouraging participation. If no
answer arrived from the parent and another email was on file, the
guestionnaire was sent to that email address, with two follow-up emails
encouraging participation.

3.6 Analysis

The data were analysed with SPSS 20 in Papers | and Il, SPSS 22 in Paper llI
and SPSS 24 in Paper IV. Variables and analysis methods are described for
each paper in the following sections.

3.6.1 Variables and analysis in Paper |

In Paper I, data from questionnaires to all parents and school personnel was
analysed. Percentages, odds ratios and Spearman’s correlation were
computed to explore differences and relationships of opinions within the
parent group and the group of school personnel.

Spearman’s correlation was used for variables measured on an ordinal
scale, for example, to measure how satisfaction with school in general, and
easy communication between teachers and parents, tended to go hand in
hand, according to parents’ answers.

Odds ratios were used to compare the likelihood between two groups,
for example, to compare satisfaction with school between a parent group
saying that their children needed extra support in school and another
parent group in no need for special support for their children.

3.6.2 Variables and analysis in Paper Il

Data from questionnaires to all parents and school personnel, and the
students in seventh through tenth grade in 14 participating schools was
analysed in Paper II.

Percentages, Chi-square and Spearman’s correlation were computed.
Spearman’s correlation was used, for example, to see the correlations
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between school personnel’s answers regarding different ways of parent
participation.

Chi-square correlation was computed for categorical variables, for
example, to compare parents’ interest in assisting with their child’s
homework, according to the child’s age level in compulsory school,
youngest, middle or lower-secondary level.

3.6.3 Variables and analysis in Paper Il

In Paper lll, only data from students in seventh through tenth grade were
analysed (see Table 2).

Spearman’s correlations were computed for the ordinal variables, for
example, to measure the relations between students answers when they
evaluated how desirable it was to have parents participating in different
school-related activities.

Multiple regression analysis was performed to provide information on
the effect of eight explanatory variables on the outcome variable
Teenagers’ wishes for parental participation using guidelines from Gujarati
and Porter (2009). That outcome variable was a scale computed using six
guestions about students” evaluation of how desirable parents’
participation is in:

assisting with homework,

assessing students studies,

planning student’s studies,

being informed about subjects and tasks,

vk wnN e

attending extracurricular activities or social events, and
6. visiting the school and participate in lessons.

Students” answers to each question are described in Table 2 in Paper Il
Internal consistency of the computed scale was good with a = 0.87.

An overview of the variables used in the regression analysis is shown in
Table 5.
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Table 5 Variables used in regression analysis in Paper Il (n = 1821) (reproduced
from Paper Il1)

Outcome variable: Categories Mean SD Min. Max.
1 =very undesirable,
2 = rather undesirable,
3 = neither desirable nor

Teenagers’ wishes for undesirable,

parental participation 4 = rather desirable, 5 =
very desirable 3.71 0.87 1 5

Explanatory variables:

Respondents’ gender Girl=1,boy=0 0.50

Respondents’ grade in 1=7th,2=8th,3=9th,4=

compulsory school 10th grade 2.60 1.11 1 4
1 =very poor, 2 = poor, 3 =

Confidence in one‘s own neither poor nor good, 4 =

learning abilities good, 5 = very good 3.88 0.90 1 5
1 =very poor, 2 =poor, 3 =
neither poor nor good, 4 =

Teaching quality good, 5 = very good 3.82 0.88 1 5
1 =very poor, 2 = poor, 3 =
neither poor nor good, 4 =

Relations with teachers good, 5 = very good 4.07 0.88 1 5
1= disagree strongly, 2 =

Students’ appreciation of  disagree, 3 = moderate, 4 =

school activities agree, 5 = agree strongly 3.04 0.99 1 5

Discipline and peaceful

class environment 1 =very little, 2 = little, 3 =

influence students’ neither little nor much, 4 =

learning outcomes much, 5 = very much 4.05 0.94 1 5

Parents’ support 1 =very little, 2 = little, 3 =

influences students' neither little nor much, 4 =

learning outcomes much, 5 = very much 4.39 0.82 1 5

The regression analysis was done with three models, grouping together
the strongest explanatory variables belonging to the same system; the
individual in Model 1, the school belonging to the mesosystem, in Model 2;
and opinions and values belonging to the macrosystem, in Model 3
(referring to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory depicted in Figure

2).
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Model 1 contains the three personal variables; gender a girl or a boy,
grade from seventh to tenth, and students’ confidence in one’s own
learning ability estimated on a scale from 1-5, in which 1 stood for very
poor confidence and 5 for a very good confidence.

In Model 2, three variables related to school experience as reported by
the students were added: teaching quality was estimated on a scale in
which 1 stood for very poor teaching and 5 for very good teaching.
Relations with teachers were estimated on a scale in which 1 meant very
poor relations and 5 meant very good relations. The third variable
measured students’ appreciation of school activities by computing three
statements into one: | am interested in learning tasks; the homework tasks
are interesting; and | am having fun at school. The scale was 1 — 5, where 1
stood for disagree strongly and 5 for agree strongly. Thus, in Model 2,
variables of school experience were added to the personal traits in Model 1.

In Model 3, two variables of students’ statements about achievement or
learning outcomes were added to Model 2. The first statement was about
the influence of discipline and peaceful class environment on students’
learning outcomes, measured on a scale 1 — 5, in which 1 stood for very
little and 5 for very much. The second statement was if parents’ support
influences students’ learning outcomes, measured by the students on the
same scale.

3.6.4 Variables and analysis in Paper IV

In Paper IV, data from the questionnaires to parents were explored. The
same methods as described in 3.6.3 were used to measure correlations, and
factor analysis and multiple regressions were used to describe which
variables can predict how satisfied participants were with the schools their
children attended.

For the analysis, only participants who answered all the questions used
in the factor analysis were included, which provided a sample size of 2129
(61.2% of the original sample). The new sample gave a slight
overrepresentation of the more-involved parents, which should come as no
surprise since only parents who completed all the questions in the analysis
were included as part of the sample (detailed information in Paper IV in
the appendix). See Table 4 in chapter 3.3 for a description of the
characteristics of participating parents selected for the analysis (n = 2129).
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Table 6 Variables used in regression analysis of parents” satisfaction (n=2129)
(reproduced from Paper IV)

Categories Mean sD Min. Max.
Outcome variables
Satisfaction: Parents’ satisfaction with 1 = totally dissatisfied 5.39 109 1 7
their child’s school (one question) 2 = very dissatisfied
3 = rather dissatisfied
4 = neutral
5 = rather satisfied
6 = very satisfied
7 = totally satisfied
Communication: How easy or difficult it ~ Score from factor analysis  0.00 1.00 -4.26 1.21
is for parents to communicate with
supervisory teachers, other teachers, or
school leaders (a factor of three
questions computed)
Teaching: How do parents evaluate the Score from factor analysis  0.00 1.00 -4.15 1.69
quality of teaching and assessment their
child is receiving at school (a factor of
two questions computed)
Explanatory variables
Child’s grade level in school 1 = 1st — 4th grade 1.95 082 1 3
2 =5th —7th grade
3 = 8th — 10th grade
Child’s gender 0 = boy 0.49 0.50
1 =girl
Single-mother household 0 = not a single mother 0.13 034 O 1
1 = single mother
Basic education 0 = more than basic 0.08 027 O 1
education
1 = basic education
Parents’ participation in school social 1 = totally disagree 4.80 145 1 7
activities 2 =very much disagree
3 =rather disagree
4 = neutral
5 =rather agree
6 = very much agree
7 =totally agree
Influence in school decisions and vision 1 = totally disagree 4.00 133 1 Vi
(average of two questions) 2 = very much disagree
3 =rather disagree
4 = neutral
5 =rather agree
6 = very much agree
7 = totally agree
Child complains about bullying in school 1 = often every day, 6.43 1.04 1 7
2 = almost every day,
3 =2-4times a week,
4 = once a week,
5 =2 -3 times a month,
6 = seldom, 7 = never
Getting support because of special 1 = not getting support 0.15 035 0 1

needs or not needing it
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Factor analysis was used for data reduction similar to the way Baeck
(2009) did to find factors that measured parents’ satisfaction with the
school their child attended. The two factors found were then used as
outcome variables in regression analysis testing.

The factors were called communication and teaching, and presented
different aspects of parents’ opinions, explaining 72% of the variability in
the scores. The factor teaching consisted of two variables that measured
how parents evaluated the quality of teaching and the quality of
assessment their child was receiving at school. The factor communication
consisted of three variables measuring the ease of parents’ communication
with supervisory teachers, other teachers and school leaders. Oblique
factor rotation was used because it is unlikely that the two factors were
unrelated, which is a prerequisite for using orthogonal rotation (Field,
2013). The third outcome variable, parents’ general satisfaction with
school, was a response to one question to the parent group about their
general satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their child’s school.

The regression analysis was performed on the two outcome variables
produced by the factor analysis, teaching and communication, and on the
question about parents’ satisfaction with school. The variables were
deemed suitable for regression following guidelines in Field (2013).

Three regression models were tested for each of the outcome variables.
Model 1 included four variables regarding student background: gender,
grade in school, whether the child lived in a single-mother household and
whether the parent who answered the survey only had a basic education. In
Model 2, two variables about parents’ experience were added: whether the
parents participated in social activities at school and whether they felt they
had any influence on school decisions and the school’s vision of the future.
In Model 3, two variables regarding the child’s needs and well-being were
added: whether the child complained about bullying at school and whether
the child received sufficient support at school if parents said that special
support was necessary.

3.7 Validity and reliability

When the research project Teaching and learning in Icelandic schools was
designed by the lead researchers, they were conscious of the importance of
validity. Therefore, it was decided to gather data with multiple methods
and to compare findings from different perspectives (Oskarsdéttir et al.,
2014a).
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A group of researchers created the questionnaires, relying on
experiences from prior studies of practice in teaching and school
development and on respected guidelines about construction of
guestionnaires (Karlsson, 2003; borsdéttir and Jonsson, 2007). That process
took a considerable time since definitions of terms are sometimes unclear
or lacking in Icelandic school research, and the researchers were from
several disciplines with different traditions and norms.

The researchers were cautious when creating the questionnaires, and
strived to have them as clear and straightforward as possible, since their
validity and reliability was at stake. A pre-test of questionnaire was given in
a pilot study in one compulsory school, providing useful feedback for
improving the questionnaires, as described in section 3.4.

The questionnaires to the three main groups, parents, school personnel
and students, were formed so they partly mirrored each other, to bring
forth different perspectives on school practices.

Statistical methods were used to measure the reliability of analysis.
Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated to measure the reliability of the scale used
as an outcome variable, Teenagers’ wishes for parental participation, in
Paper lll, and it revealed an internal consistency of a = 0.87. Values of
Cronbach’s Alpha around 0.8 are considered good (Field, 2013).

One member of the research team, Dr. Amalia Bjornsdoéttir, is a
specialist in survey constructions and led the creation and procedures
regarding the questionnaires. Dr. Gudbjorg Andrea JOnsdéttir, a specialist
from the Social Science Research Institute, also provided feedback during
construction of the questionnaires.

3.8 Ethical issues

The research project was registered at the Icelandic Data Protection
Authority in autumn 2009, and the four municipalities permitted that data
would be gathered in the 20 schools when the schools decided to
participate (Oskarsdéttir et al., 2014a).

All participants, including school personnel, parents and students, were
informed that they could withdraw from participation at any time during
data gathering. In a letter presented to parents and school personnel at the
beginning of each online questionnaire, participants were informed about
confidentiality and the procedures being followed in the research. The
letter said that no one was obliged to participate and that a participant
could omit questions if he or she so chose to do so. Students were informed
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in a similar way when the research team visited schools to survey them on-
site.

When data gathering from the school personnel concluded, only one
person from the research team had access to the email addresses
identifying participants and could link the four questionnaires before
making the file available to others on the research team. Participants were
told about this arrangement. This step was important to avoid any suspicion
that school leaders could have access to personal answers. The letter also
contained information concerning anonymity: names of schools would not
be revealed, and answers could never be traced back to participants.

Similarly, parents were informed that their anonymity would be well
protected and that their children’s anonymity was secured. Anonymity and
research procedures were explained to students when the surveys were
conducted on-site.

All participating schools were offered presentations with discussions
about the results, as the intention was to contribute to research-based
discussions about school development. At the same time, project
researchers were aware of how important it was that the findings would
not be used to rank the participating schools and therefore kept their
names confidential at all times. On the other hand, some participating
schools that were proud of the outcomes cited and even published the
reports they got with statistics from answers belonging to their
participants.

Ethical issues regarding this research on parental involvement touched
upon several matters. The first pertained to confidentiality regarding
schools and school personnel who were often named and criticised in
parents’ answers to the open questions in the questionnaires. These
comments were informative but never used in analysis or cited in the
research. It is important to keep confidentiality in research at all times, but
it is an especially delicate matter in the small Icelandic society when
presenting or discussing the research project with colleagues or
stakeholders.

Secondly, conducting, writing and presenting research is an ethical
process. Reading analyses of changing perspectives in Danish research of
home-school relationships (Dannesboe et al., 2012) and about Norwegian
developments in the field (Baeck, 2005, 2009, 2015, 2017) brought attention
to the discourse used in the few Icelandic writings about home-school
relations. The Danish research team wrote that Epstein and colleagues were
known for their research leading the improvement of home-school
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relations, meanwhile, they and many other European researchers had a
different and more reluctant position, using critical sociological
perspectives in their research (Dannesboe et al.,, 2012). The research
position here changed somewhat in the same way. In the beginning, | was
rather uncritical of the position that one important aim of research should
be to deliberately contribute to improvement, and at that time Epstein's
model was chosen. Then as the research progressed and the knowledge
base broadened, | learned more about critical perspectives and thus chose
to explore social factors and influences in Papers Ill and IV. So, the journey
through different phases of the research project, with impact from readings
and researchers, has been an ethical growth process.

Lastly, it is ethically important to use the data participants provided.
School personnel often complain about giving their time to participate in
research without being notified of any publication of results. Also, Icelandic
school research is a rather young research field, so researchers must strive
for attention and bring forth how they can make valuable contributions to
school development at all levels. Therefore, it is of great importance to use
gathered data, present findings to inform school personnel, parents and
policymakers, and be open for discussions about the results.
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4 Findings

In this chapter, main findings are presented, all contributing to the
discussion about the part parental involvement actually plays in compulsory
schools in Iceland. The findings are organised into four sections, in the
order of the four papers that comprise this doctoral thesis.

First, the overall organization of the home-school relationship is
described as in Paper |, with particular attention to supervisory teachers’
role in that relationship. Paper Il presents what teenagers, parents and
school professionals find to be desirable regarding parental participation in
school activities. Paper Il reveals what teenagers prefer in parents’
participation, and what influences their opinions. Finally, Paper IV describes
factors that influence parents” satisfaction with schools and how they affect
the home-school relationship.

4.1 Paper |: Home-school relationships and cooperation
between parents and supervisory teachers

The first paper was based on data from two online surveys, one for
professional personnel in the schools and the other for parents of children
in those same schools. It describes the overall organization of the home-
school relationship, with a special focus on the role of supervisory teachers.

School professionals and parents agreed that working together is
important for children’s education. Ninety-nine percent of school
professionals and parents found parental support to be rather or very
important for children’s academic achievement. Moreover, 95% of teachers
regarded cooperation with parents as vital to ensuring proper student
behaviour in schools.

4.1.1 The responsibility of the supervisory teachers

Supervisory teachers are the school professionals responsible for parent-
teacher cooperation, as confirmed in the laws on compulsory education
(Compulsory School Act, 91 C.F.R., 2008). Parent-teacher conferences were
most often (69%) scheduled and conducted twice each school year by
supervisory teachers, where 26% met with parents three times. Around
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79% of those meetings took 15 minutes or less, and 89% of the supervisory
teachers said that students were always present during these conferences.

Apart from these formal conferences, the majority of supervisory
teachers (66%) used two to four hours per week providing information and
for cooperation with parents; 24% used an hour or less, and 6% said they
used five to seven hours. A large proportion of that time was used on
matters concerning individual students, and the focus was more often on
behavioural problems than on learning. Around 35% of the teachers said
they had weekly or more frequent contact with some parents about their
children’s behaviour, but 25% of them had weekly contact with some
parents about learning.

About 15% of supervisory teachers said cooperation with parents was
very easy; 62% found it rather easy, but more than 7% found it rather or
very difficult to cooperate with parents.

70 65

62

Parents' view on Parents' Parents' Supervisory
communication withcommunication with communication with teachers' view on
principals other teachers than supervisory teachers cooperation with
supervisory teachers parents

M Very easy 1 Rather easy W Neither easy nor difficult B Rather difficult m Very difficult

Figure 4 Parents’ (n = 2896) and supervisory teachers’(n = 296) views on
cooperation between the groups (reproduced from Paper 1)

Conversely, 65% of parents thought it was very easy to communicate
with supervisory teachers, much easier than communicating with other
teachers or the principals (see Figure 4). Parents’ education, child’s gender
or age did not affect the assessment of whether the parents considered
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communication with supervisory teachers to be easy or difficult. However,
there was a positive correlation between ease of communication with the
supervising teacher and parental satisfaction with school in general
(ri(2851) = .34, p < .001), meaning that easy communication with the
supervisory teacher tends to go hand-in-hand with overall satisfaction with
the experience of school.

4.1.2 Children’s needs for support influenced opinions

According to the parents’ group, a total of 26% of the students were
considered to have special needs that affected their schooling. The two
largest groups of these students had learning disabilities or behavioural
problems, or both. Those accounted for 95% of students with needs for
special support. Of parents, 22% said their children, had learning
disabilities, and 8% said their children had behavioural problems. More
than half of parents in both groups believed the child did not receive
sufficient assistance at school, and that affected their satisfaction with
school in general.

W Totally/very satisfied M Rather satisfied M Neither satisfied or unsatisfied
Rather unsatisfied Totally/very unsatisfied
70 4
61
60 1 55
50

40

%

30

20

10

No special needs Sufficient assistance  No or insufficient assistance

Figure 5 Parental (n = 3243) satisfaction with school by special needs and services
provided (reproduced from Paper I)

When parents of children with learning or behavioural problems felt that
their needs were not met at school, they perceived the communication
with supervisory teachers as difficult, and were dissatisfied with the school
in general. What is surprising is that if parents felt the special needs of their
child were met, then they were more satisfied and found the
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communication to be easier than did parents who had children with no
disabilities, see Figure 5. These findings are elaborated on in section 4, as in
Paper IV, where the social factors influencing the parent group are unfolded
and related to school factors such as the provision of services.

4.1.3 Changes related to students’ age

When comparing responses by the age of students in Paper I, the following
categories are used: young (6-9 years), middle (10-12 years) and teenagers
(13-15 years). Based on the age of their children, there is no difference in
how easy or difficult parents find communication with teachers and
principals, or how much influence they think parents can have on school
practices.

However, when looking at how frequently parents contact the school,
there is a difference; parents contact school less as their children get older.
Parental satisfaction with school is also lower in the middle age and
teenage group than in the young group. There is no difference in
satisfaction with the services provided for children with special needs; but,
the difference in the percentage of students that parents consider to have
learning or behavioural difficulties is quite striking. In the youngest group it
is 19%; in the middle group it is 29%, and in the teenage group it is 28%.

According to supervisory teachers, there is no difference in frequency of
meetings with parents by grade level, but the frequency of email/paper
messages and phone calls decreases as the students get older. The contents
and frequency of communication between teachers and parents changes as
well. As the students grow older, teachers are less likely to contact parents
about behaviour, students’ interaction with other students, and homework,
but there was no difference in frequency of communication about learning.
Therefore, the share of learning as the topic of communication grew as the
students grew older.

In sum, the home-school relationship in Icelandic compulsory schools is
organized in a rather homogenous way. The practices are systematic and
regular. Even if there was almost a complete agreement on the importance
of parental support in the educational process, parent-teacher cooperation
decreased as students grew older. These results ignited an interest for
further exploration that is presented in Papers Il and Ill. Supervisory
teachers played a key role as the link between home and school, and some
of them said that this task wasn’t so easy. Meanwhile the vast majority of
parents were very satisfied with the communication with the supervisory
teachers, although the communication became difficult if their child’s needs
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for special assistance were not met sufficiently in school. Factors
influencing students’ and parents’ opinions will be examined in the
following papers to understand if and how to enhance the relationships.

4.2 Paper ll: Desirable Parental Participation

Paper Il describes what teenagers, parents and school professionals find to
be desirable in parental participation. Data derives from questionnaires to
parents and school professionals in the 20 compulsory schools participating
in the research project, and to students in 7th-10th grade in these schools,
i.e. in all schools that had students in the lower-secondary school level.

In Paper |, it became clear that parents and school professionals
involved in this study are convinced of the importance of parental
participation in school activities. Now, the focus is on what they said were
the most desirable ways to participate, and teenagers’ opinions; it is
appropriate to describe their ideas first.

4.2.1 Students want parents involved in academic activities

In general, the teenagers were positive about parents’ participation in
school activities. The findings presented in Figure 6 show clearly that
students found it most appealing to have parents participating in academic
activities of the school rather than social activities.
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H Very desirable Rather desirable
M Neither desirable nor undesirable M Rather undesirable
B Very undesirable I don’t know

Assist with homework

Assessment of student’s studies

Planning of student’s studies

Be informed about subjects and tasks

Attend extra curricular activities / social
events

Visit school and participate in lessons

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 6 Student (n = 1821) opinions on parental participation in school-related
activities (reproduced from Paper 1)

Eight out of ten students found it very or rather desirable to have parents
assisting them with homework; 68% found it very or rather desirable for
parents to participate in assessments of their academic achievement, and
63% found it very or rather desirable for parents to participate in planning
their studies. Around 55% of the students thought it would be positive if
their parents were informed about the school curriculum and their learning
tasks.

Parents’ participation in school social activities was not at all as
attractive to the teenage students. Just over half of them found it very or
rather important for parents to participate in social events such as class
entertainment. Having parents visit the school and participating in
schoolwork had the lowest score, but 28% of the students found that to be
very or rather desirable.

The strongest relationships, displayed in Figure 6, were between
answers on participation in assessment and participation in the planning of
studies (r( 1586) = .65, p < .01). This may indicate a great trust in parents by
some students, as it indicates that if a student wants parents to be involved
in assessing his or her studies, he or she is also very keen on having the
parent involved in planning his or her studies. However, there are
interesting differences of opinions within the student group that can be
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summarized as follows: The students' interest in parent involvement
decreased as they got older; the girls were more enthusiastic than the boys
about parental participation, and those with more confidence in their
learning abilities were more enthusiastic than were those who felt inferior
in their studies.

4.2.2 School professionals preferred social participation

School professionals, i.e. all teachers and school leaders, were very positive
about parents’ participation of the traditional kind in social activities and
homework (see Figure 7).

Almost all (98%) found it very or rather desirable that parents attended
social events or extracurricular activities organized at school. When it came
to helping with homework, 94% of respondents felt it was very or rather
desirable, and 84% had the same opinion regarding parents’ involvement in
planning social activities at school.

H Very desirable Rather desirable
M Neither desirable nor undesirable B Rather undesirable
H Very undesirable

Attend extra curricular activities
Assist with homework

Organise extra curricular activities
Voluntary work in school
Unplanned visits to the classroom
Assessment of student’s studies
Planning of student’s studies
Internal school evaluation
Desisions on homework
Development of school...

Participate in classroom lessons

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 7 School professionals’(n = 823) opinions on parental participation in
school-related activities (reproduced from Paper Il)
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The opinions changed when it came to parental participation that was
closer to school leaders’ and teachers’ professional work. Less than half of
the respondents thought it was very or rather desirable to have parents
participate in decisions about homework; 18% believed they should be
involved in developing the school curriculum, and 19% of school
professionals found it very or rather desirable to have parents participate in
classroom lessons.

There were notable differences when comparing responses by the age
of the students that the teachers taught. Teachers’ interest in cooperation
seemed to wane the older the students were, interest in having parents
organizing and attending social events alike. The results revealed the same
decline in teachers’ interest in parental involvement in homework. Figure 7
shows that, in general, 69% of the school professionals find it very
desirable. Just 55% of the teachers of teenagers had the same opinion,
considerably fewer than the 82% who felt it very desirable at the youngest
level and 72% who teach at the middle level ()(2 (8, N=376) =276, p =
.001).

4.2.3 Parents’ desires for participation

Figure 8 shows that 73% of parents thought it was desirable for parents to
participate in organising extracurricular activities. They were not as eager
about it as were the school professionals, but 84% of them thought so
(Figure 7). More than half of all parents also thought it was desirable for
parents to participate in internal school evaluations, volunteer at the
school, and participate in planning students’ studies and in academic
assessment.
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H Very desirable Rather desirable
M Neither desirable nor undesirable B Rather undesirable
H Very undesirable

Organising extra curricular ‘ ‘
activities

Internal school evaluation
Voluntary helper in school
Planning of student’s studies
Assessment of student’s studies
Development of school curriculum

Participate in classroom lessons

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 8 Parents’ (n = 3481) opinions about the desirability of parental
participation in school-related activities (reproduced from Paper Il)

Parents’ interest in participation in school activities declined as their
children grew older. At the youngest level, 29% of parents thought it was
very desirable for parents to participate in organizing extracurricular
activities. About a quarter of the parents of children in middle grades said
the same, and 18% of parents of teenagers agreed (x’(8, N = 2978) = 66.9, p
< .001). Wishes for participation in academic activities followed the same
route. More parents at the youngest level (19%) than at the middle level
(13%) found it very desirable to participate in planning their children’s
studies, but opinions of parents of teenagers (15%) were in-between and
not different from the other groups (x’(8, N = 2925) = 18,5, p = .018).
Participation in assessment was very desirable to 20% of parents at the
youngest level, but only 13-14% of parents of older students agreed.

Correlations between parents’ own education and their opinions on
parents’ participation in school activities were also examined. In general,
the trend was that parents with more education favoured parental
involvement more than did parents with less education.
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In sum, findings in this paper showed that teenagers were positive
towards parental participation, preferably in academic activities, but
diversity in the student group is apparent and will be investigated further in
Paper lll. Parents and school professionals were a bit more reluctant; their
ideas about desirable participation leaned towards the traditional way of
participation in social activities and events. Sociological perspectives will
help to clarify factors that affect parents’ willingness as well as their
satisfaction with school in general, which will be elaborated on in Paper IV.

4.3 Paper lll: Teenagers’ wishes for parents’ participation

Paper Il scrutinizes students’ wishes for parental participation. Paper Il
revealed that teenagers’ ideas differ from adults’ ideas in this matter, and
that evoked interest in a deeper understanding of what influences
teenagers’ opinions. The aim of the paper was also to lend a voice to the
teenage students and to discuss whether family-school cooperation should
be organized somewhat differently at the lower-secondary school level
than at the younger school levels.

Findings in this paper build on the questionnaire to students in 7" to 10"
grade in 14 schools. Multiple regression analysis testing was used to reveal
factors that influenced the outcome variable Teenagers” wishes for parental
participation as shown in Table 7.
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Table 7 Regression analysis on the outcome variable: Teenagers’ wishes for

parental participation (n =1 821)

MODEL 1 b SE Sig.
(Constant) 3.269 .121 <.001
Gender (girl =1, boy = 0) 190 .044 <.001
Grade in school (1 = 7th, 2 = 8th, 3 = 9th, 4 = 10th grade) -.147 .020 <.001
Confidence in one‘s own learning ability .189 .026 <.001

Percentage of variance explained (R%) .094
MODEL 2 b SE Sig.
(Constant) 2.508 .146 <.001
Gender (girl =1, boy =0) .087 .043 .044
Grade in school (1 = 7th, 2 = 8th, 3 = 9th, 4 = 10th grade) -126  .019 <.001
Confidence in one‘s own learning ability .051 .027 .056
Teaching quality .053 .030 .080
Relationships with teachers 110 .030 <.001
Students’ appreciation of school activities 208 .027 <.001

Percentage of variance explained (RZ) .182

R change .088

Sig. F change <.001
MODEL 3 b SE Sig.
(Constant) 1421 .160 <.001
Gender (girl =1, boy = 0) .054 ,041 .189
Grade in school (1 = 7th, 2 = 8th, 3 = 9th, 4 = 10th grade) -136 .018 <.001
Confidence in one‘s own learning ability .020 .025 429
Teaching quality .021  .029 460
Relationships with teachers .069 .028 .014
Students’ appreciation of school activities 162 .026 <.001
Discipline in class affect students’ learning outcomes .090 .025 <.001
Parents’ support affects students’ learning outcomes .298  .028 <0.001

Percentage of variance explained (RZ) .276

R’ change .093

Sig. F change <.001
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According to the results of the testing of Model 1 (see Table 7), personal
traits that defined the students explained around 9.4% of the variance (R?)
in students’ wishes for parental participation. These personal traits were
gender, grade, and confidence in one’s own learning ability; all three
variables had a significant effect in this model (p < .001).

In Model 2, three variables concerning students’ experience at school
were added to the original model. They all had positive effects, meaning
that if students’ estimates rose on the quality of teaching and on
relationships with teachers, they were also more positive towards parents’
participation. Furthermore, teenage students that appreciated school
activities, i.e. were pleased to be in school and took an interest in their
learning tasks and homework, found parental participation more desirable
than did students who reported poor contact with their teachers or who
found their tasks boring. When these school experience variables were
added, the explanatory power of the model increased to 18.2%, indicating
that school experience variables were responsible for an additional 8.8% of
the variance. Here, it is important to notice that the share of teachers and
teaching, in students’ opinions, on parental participation is almost as big as
the share of the personal traits. Age and gender were still significant factors
in the second model, which shows how important these factors are for
students’ opinions.

In Model 3, two variables concerning students’ opinions on achievement
or learning outcomes were added to Model 2. The first was about the
influence of discipline and peaceful class environment on students’ learning
outcomes, and the second was if parents’ support influenced students’
learning outcomes. The overall explanation of the model was raised to
27.6% (R°). This showed that students belief in the value of parents’ support
for learning outcomes was the best predictor for students’ opinions on the
desirability of parents’ participation (b = 0.298). The second strongest was
the variable estimating students’ appreciation of school activities (b =
0.162), and the third was school grade (b = -0.136), and it was significant as
a single variable in all three models.

In sum, results showed that students’ age proved to be an important
factor for students’ opinions; students’ wishes for parents’ participation
diminished as students grew older. Gender as a single variable was not as
important as the grade but significant in Model 1, and girls were still more
positive towards parental participation when variables of school experience
were added in Model 2, but then gender was not significant as a single
variable. The remaining six variables in the regression (estimating
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confidence in one’s own learning ability, experience in school, and beliefs
about effects on achievement) all pointed in the same direction: Students’
more positive opinions and experiences in school went hand in hand with
more positive opinions about parental participation. One may not forget
the teenagers who didn’t share the positive views of the majority; they are
more likely to be boys than girls, have poor relationships with teachers,
have low confidence in their own learning abilities, and be bored in school.
Paper lll brought forth factors influencing teenagers’ opinions on parental
participation, both very positive and in a certain group also some rather
negative opinions. That raised interest in exploring factors affecting
parents’ experiences to see what would be most influential for parents’
opinions and whether some ties with factors affecting students’ opinions
would be revealed.

4.4 Paper IV: Influential factors behind parents’ satisfaction

Paper IV describes factors influencing parents’ satisfaction with schools and
how they affect the home-school relationship. Some, such as parents’
education and marital status, are social factors, while others are school
factors that local leaders and school personnel can address.

Findings build on data from an online questionnaire to parents in 20
compulsory schools. Factor analysis generated two factors describing
parents’ opinions on relations with school, especially regarding
communication and teaching. These, together with a question on parents’
overall satisfaction with the school, were used as outcome variables in a
regression analysis exploring what influences parents’ satisfaction with the
school.

4.4.1 A portrait of satisfied parents

At first glance, the data portrayed parents as a rather homogenous group
who were in a happy relationship, and satisfied, with the schools their
children attended (see Figure 9). About 52% of parents reported that they
were totally or very satisfied with the school; 35% were rather satisfied, and
7% were unsatisfied.

As with the teenagers, one must not forget the dissatisfied parents while
praising the content ones. Therefore, this result called for a description of
characteristics of the parent group, presented in Table 5 (in chapter 3.5.4)
on variables and analysis in Paper IV and was used to form variables for
further analysis. An overview of variables used is in Table 6 (in chapter
3.5.4).
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Figure 9 Parents’ answers about their general satisfaction or dissatisfaction with
their child’s school (n = 2113) (reproduced from Paper IV)

4.4.2 Influential factors for parents’ opinions

A factor analysis was used to bring forth different aspects of parents’
satisfaction with their child’s school. It brought forth two factors, teaching
and communication, which showed different aspects of parents’
contentedness with school. Variables predicting these factors, as well as
general satisfaction, indicated differences amongst parents and their
opinions in several ways.

Three regression models were tested for each of the outcome variables.
The explanatory variables were grouped together in a similar way as in
Paper lll, i.e. by grouping variables belonging to the same spheres: the
personal, the school related, and the sphere of opinions and values, with
reference to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological system theory (see Figure
2).

Model 1 included four variables regarding student background: gender,
grade in school, whether the child lived in a single-mother household and
whether the parent who answered the survey only had a basic education. In
Model 2, two variables about parents’ experience of school were added:
whether the parents participated in social activities at school and whether
they felt that they had any influence on school decisions and the school’s
vision of the future. In Model 3, two variables regarding the child’s needs
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and well-being were added: whether the child complained about bullying at
school and whether the child received sufficient support at school if parents
said that special support was necessary.

As shown in Table 8, multiple regression models were used to examine
how the explanatory variables influenced the three outcome variables of
satisfaction, teaching and communication. The results revealed that the
same variables predicted parents’ general satisfaction with school and their
opinions of the quality of teaching and assessment, while the variables that
predicted ease of communication were somewhat different.
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Three background variables were significant predictors in Model 1 when
looking at parents’ satisfaction and quality of teaching. As their children
became older, parents grew less satisfied with the school, with parents of
boys less content than parents of girls, and single mothers less satisfied
than other parents. These variables explained a small but significant part of
the variability in general satisfaction (1.7%) and quality of teaching (2.3%).

When two variables concerning parents’ experience were added to
create Model 2, the three previous variables still made a significant
contribution to the regression model. Frequent participation in social
events and activities at school had no significant effect on parents’ general
satisfaction or on how they evaluated teaching, but was significant for ease
of communication with school personnel. On the other hand, the feeling of
having an influence on the school’s decisions and future vision predicted
parents’ general satisfaction, opinion of teaching quality, and of ease of
communication. Model 2 explained 11% of the variability in parents’
answers about general satisfaction and the same regarding the ease of
communication, but even stronger explanatory power on parents’ opinions
of the quality of teaching (Rzadj, =12.6%).

When variables concerning the child’s well-being and need for support
were added in Model 3, the explanatory power of the regression model of
parents’ satisfaction with school increased substantially. The two new
variables also influenced the contribution of the variables in previous
models. In Model 3, it remained significant that parents were less satisfied
with school when their children became older, but the child’s gender and
living in a single-mother household were no longer significant. Parents’
education levels contributed significantly at this point: parents with more
than compulsory education were less content compared to those with less
education. The feeling of having an influence was still significant. The two
new variables in Model 3 were important: if children complained of
bullying, then parents became less satisfied. If parents felt that their child
was getting inadequate support because of special needs, their satisfaction
with school was substantially lowered. After adding these variables to
Model 3, the regression explained 21.3% of the variability in parents’
answers to the question of general satisfaction.

The same variables that were significant in the regression model on
parents’ estimations of the quality of teaching were significant in the
regression on general satisfaction. The explanatory factor, however, was
even stronger for all three models in the regression on teaching, and Model
3 explained 25.1% of the variability of parents’ opinions.
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The analysis of how easy or difficult it was for parents to communicate
with school personnel highlighted influences of the background variables
that differed from their influences in the previous regressions. In Model 1,
the child’s age was not significant; parents of boys had more difficulties
with communication than did parents of girls, and single mothers were
more likely to experience problems with communication compared to other
parents. The explanatory power was significant but small.

Only one of the variables from Model 1 was still significant in Model 2:
being a single mother made communication more difficult. Parents that
frequently participated in social events and activities at school reported
more positive communication. The feeling of having an influence on school
decisions and the school’s future vision had an effect on parents’ opinions
about communication. Model 2 explained 11.1% of the variability of
parents’ ease in communicating with school personnel.

In Model 3, the two variables that were added concerning the child’s
well-being and support changed the significance of the variables in previous
models. In Model 3, it was still significant that single mothers experienced
more difficulties in communicating with school compared to other parents,
but the other background variables were not significant. The feeling of
having an influence at school and actively participating in social events was
still significant for communication. The two new variables in Model 3 were
important. If a child complained of bullying, or if parents felt that the child
was getting inadequate support because of special needs, then their
communication with school personnel became more difficult. Adding these
two variables in Model 3 increased the explanatory power to 15.9%.

The regression analysis revealed different aspects of parent satisfaction.
Model 1 draws attention to important background variables: child’s grade
level, gender, single-mother household and parent education. Though the
variables are outside the school’s control, schools may want to enlighten
the school personnel about conscious and unconscious reactions toward
parents and children belonging to different groups.

Model 2 revealed that the feeling of being able to influence school
decisions and future vision gave parents confidence and enhanced their
general satisfaction. On the other hand, the traditional means of parent
participation by attending social events did not have the expected positive
influence on parents’ opinions. It was not significant in regard to parents’
general satisfaction or their evaluation of the quality of teaching. It was,
however, significant in regard to communication: participating in social
activities at the school made communication with school personnel easier.
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In Model 3, it became clear that the most influential variables for
parents’ opinions concerned the child’s well-being and the school’s
responsiveness if the child needed special support. If children frequently
complained about bullying, the consequence was parental dissatisfaction in
general, and with communication and teaching. Furthermore, the analysis
revealed the urgency to react when parents state that their child needs
special support at school, since that variable was very influential for
parents’ satisfaction in general, and with teaching and communication.

In sum, the majority of parents were satisfied with their child’s school,
which may make it is easy to overlook those who are dissatisfied. Parents
who felt that their children had special needs that were not acknowledged
in school were more likely to be dissatisfied than were other parents.
Educational background was also influential. The analysis draws special
attention to how disadvantaged single mothers are when approaching
school compared to others in the parent group. The findings showed
differences in educational level: 12.8% of single mothers only had
compulsory education, whereas only 7% of other parents were in that
situation. The likelihood of a child receiving inadequate support in school
was double for single mothers compared to other parents: 25.8% reported
that their children were not getting necessary support, while only 12.8% of
other parents experienced the same problem. Single mothers’ general
satisfaction with school was lower than that of other parents, and they
experienced difficulties in communication more frequently than did other
parents. These findings clearly indicate that social factors influence parents’
perceptions of the support services children get at school, home-school
relations and communication, and parents’ satisfaction with school in
general.
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5 Discussion

This research project had three main aims: first, to give an overview of
parental involvement in Icelandic compulsory schools; second, to bring
attention to teenage students’ opinions on the home-school relationship;
and third, to examine how parental involvement and parents’ satisfaction
with school are influenced by school services and social factors. Three
corresponding research questions underpinned the main research question:
What part does parental involvement play in compulsory schools in
Iceland?

Findings revealed that parents and school professionals strongly believe
that parental involvement in compulsory schools is essential for children’s
education. How this is manifested in school practices and reflected in
adults’ opinions will be discussed in the following sections, mainly referring
to Papers | and Il, as they give an overview of the issue in the Icelandic
context. Then the discussion turns to students’ opinions, and to social
differences amongst students and their families that limit this firm belief, as
brought forth in Papers Ill and IV. The picture of the home-school
relationship benefitting all has to be questioned, and the discussion reveals
that the home-school relationship is a complex issue.

5.1 Organisation of home-school relationships

What characterises the home-school relationship and the cooperation
between parents and teachers?

This is the first underpinning research question. It will be discussed in
this chapter, and findings presented in Paper | and Paper Il contribute
answers to this question.

5.1.1 Home-school relationships are systematic and regular

The organization of the home-school relationship in Iceland runs through
conventional channels, as evidenced by the participating schools in this
study. The practices are similar to the usual ones in, for example, Denmark
and Norway (Dannesboe et al., 2012). There are two (69%) or three (26%)
brief parent-teacher conferences per year, and the vast majority of
teachers (89%) say that students always accompany their parents to parent-
teacher conferences. Parents also attend various social events in school
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with their children. In addition, there is communication via letters, emails
and phone calls. In short, the organization of parent-teacher conferences
and communication seems to be systematic and regular, which is of key
importance in keeping parents involved in schools (Christiansen, 2010,
Epstein et al., 2002; Epstein, 2007; Nordahl 2007; Seemundsdéttir and
Karvelsdottir, 2008).

The question arises, though, if this routine way of communication
between parents and school personnel is merely a necessary exchange of
information and a duty that must be fulfilled, or if it is an indication of
cooperation with more profound discussions regarding students’ concerns,
which certainly is the aim. Each school year, just about half of the
Norwegian parents had direct contact with the teachers with only adults
present (Nordahl, 2007). As mentioned before, students are frequently
present when teachers and parents meet. More than half of the Icelandic
parents said that they contacted teachers less than once a year about their
child’s behaviour or students’ interaction, and less than 28% about their
child’s learning. This indicates a similar pattern as in Norway, showing that
many Icelandic parents are rather distant from the schools just as in
Norway, which adds to the question of whether this traditional way of
communication can be interpreted as real cooperation. In a discussion
about the organisation of home-school relations it is important to beware
of “the more, the better” rhetoric and to keep in mind that quality in home-
school relationships is also important (Dannesboe et al., 2012). Families
have unequal preconditions for fruitful cooperation, and some researchers
guestion the benefits of schools’ interference in private lives of families
(Baeck, 2005, 2009; Dannesboe et al., 2012; Kryger, 2012, 2015; Palludan,
2012).

It is known that parent-teacher relations are easiest for the more-
educated parents, the middle class, those with more capital and capacity,
those who have experienced success in school and those who highly value
education (Baeck, 2005, 2009; Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Lareau, 2000).
Obviously, the conventional home-school relationship does not suit all
families. Therefore, it is puzzling to realise that the organisation of the
relationship tends to be alike, regardless of children’s age, across schools,
and even across countries. The findings in this study are no exception; the
organisation of the home-school relationship is traditional, and no signs of
great exceptions are visible. Official policy programmes for enhancing
parent-teacher cooperation tend to uphold certain ways of organising
things, like, for example, Epstein’s model of school-family-community
partnership. Therefore, subtler ways of supporting parents, that would
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benefit a broader group, may be hidden or even missing entirely (Jeynes,
2011a, 2011b).

In Icelandic, the term home-school relationship is tengs! heimila og skdla
as described in Section 2.1. on key concepts. But the terms
foreldrasamstarf, which literally translates to “parents-cooperation,” and
samstarf heimila og skdla, meaning “cooperation between home and
school,” are very much used when referring to the relationship. Therefore,
it seems that cooperation is almost included “per definition” when the
reality may be more like a mere exchange of information. This metaphoric
terminology is not solely an Icelandic problem; it is often taken for granted
that communication or any contact between home and school
automatically includes cooperation, but that is not necessarily true
(Dannesboe et al., 2012).

This research project has revealed the need for a critical discussion
about the terms used regarding home-school relations and their content, to
unveil hollow phrases. The benefits of fostering equity in communication
between parents and teachers are apparent (Deslandes, 2001). Thus, a
discussion about the meaning of terms in use should be conducted amongst
school professionals and parents, as definitions must be built on mutual
respect and grounded in school culture.

5.1.2 Supervisory teachers” demanding role

The home-school relationship rests upon contact between parents and
their child’s supervisory teacher. Many parents do not have any contact
with other school personnel. Almost all the parents had communicated
with supervisory teachers; 65% of them found it very easy, and 25% found
it easy, indicating a comfortable relationship for the majority of parents. On
the other hand, the teachers did not feel as comfortable about their
relationships with parents; only 15% of supervisory teachers found
relationships with parents to be very easy. Neither easy nor difficult said
16%, and some 7% said it was difficult. So, one out of four teachers felt that
the relationship with parents was not easy. This should not be surprising
because a significant part of the communication between parents and
supervisory teachers is about issues concerning individual students and on
matters that are most likely somewhat problematic, or what has been
described as seeking contact when needed (Epstein, 2007, Nordahl, 2007).
This can also be interpreted as an indicator that teachers are feeling
stressed when communicating with parents, or they are not secure and lack
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needed competence as Norwegian researches have indicated (Baeck, 2009,
2015; Westergard, 2007, 2013).

Icelandic teachers spend considerable amounts oftime on
communication with parents; two-thirds of them spent two to four hours
per week providing information and cooperating with parents. They spent
more time communicating with parents about poor behaviour or learning
difficulties of individual students than they devoted to growing positive
relationships with the parent group as a whole. Given these facts, it must
become important to assess whether supervisory teachers’ time on home-
school relations is wisely spent. Also, it should be determined if there is an
underlying need for strengthening teachers’ individual competencies, as
Westergard (2013) has pointed out as very important for positive parent-
teacher cooperation.

Findings in Paper | showed that parents’ wishes and fulfilment regarding
the services their child received at school influenced their assessment of
the relationship with supervisory teachers. Parents of children with learning
difficulties or behavioural difficulties were more likely to judge the
communications as being difficult compared to parents of children without
learning or behavioural problems. This may be interpreted as a sign of
disappointment; parents’ expectations are not fulfilled, and the supervisory
teachers take the blame. On the other hand, the group of parents that
reported the easiest communication with supervisory teachers were
parents of children with disabilities who feel their needs are indeed met at
the schools.

When these findings are examined, it becomes evident that supervisory
teachers’ role in Icelandic compulsory schools is crucial. Supervisory
teachers can make the systematic and routine communication both
informative and warm. Conversely, communication via emails and letters
can be hollow and flat if teachers are merely fulfilling their duties and
following their school’s procedures. The supervisory teachers hold the key
to good relationships with parents. Good relationships are time-consuming,
but rewarding. These relationships are also quite demanding, since teachers
also must answer for school decisions, for example, regarding special
support, even if they are not in the position of making relevant decisions.

To sum up, the findings seem to reveal that teachers’ competencies in
the home-school relationship must be improved since teachers feel that
their working conditions often make their duties a burden. It is not likely
that teachers will develop their professional capacities in this matter
without support. Norwegian researchers (Baeck, 2015; Westergard, 2013)
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concluded that school leaders have to be aware and take responsibility for
building collective competence. Also, individual teachers need
opportunities to build competence along with their colleagues. The results
here reveal the same situation and support findings from researchers which
state that school systems have to respond and utilise these findings.

Competence-building is a prerequisite for advancement in the field of
home-school relationship. This research showed that difficulties in parent-
teacher cooperation multiplied if parents were disappointed and felt that
the school failed to give their children needed support. Therefore,
developing competencies in individualized, differentiated instruction should
be included in the discussion on how to define the competencies teachers
must possess to succeed in a home-school relationship. Increasing
competencies to meet students’ needs and develop fruitful cooperation
between parents and teachers would benefit all; teachers and other school
personnel, families and the students, who must never be forgotten in the
discussion.

5.1.3 Adults prefer traditional parental involvement

Paper Il described what teenagers, parents and school professionals found
to be desirable in parental participation in compulsory school activities. It
revealed a split in opinions between groups and generations. Most adults,
parents and school personnel, favour the more traditional kind of parental
participation, which primarily involves social activities. Meanwhile,
teenagers showed significant interest in relating parental participation to
their academic activities. Teenagers’ opinions will be discussed further later
in this chapter.

The strongest opinions regarding desirable parental participation in
general appeared in the answers from school personnel, as 98% found it to
be rather or very desirable to have parents attend extracurricular activities
such as social events in school, and 84% wanted parents to participate in
organising these activities. Parents were almost as eager to contribute to
social activities; 73% thought it was desirable to participate in organising
them. School personnels and parents priorities were not totally alike (see
Figures 7 and 8), but findings clearly pointed in the same direction. This is
not surprising and confirms the commitment to traditions of social activities
being the core of parental involvement in compulsory schools in Iceland
and neighbouring countries.

This preference for parental participation in social activities over
participation in academic activities raises questions about how to interpret
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the fact that 99 percent of the same parents and school professionals
considered parental support to be “rather important” or “very important”
for children’s academic achievement, as shown in Paper I. This is, in fact, an
interesting contradiction. Why do most adults, who believe that the home-
school relationship is very important for achievement, also think parents
best support to good achievement is given by participating primarly in
extracurricular activities and social entertainment? Why do they hesitate in
speaking for parental participation in all activities?

In Icelandic society, the separation between the roles of parents on the
one hand and teachers on the other hand in a home-school relationship is
formed by a long tradition. This tradition seems to be more effective than
the Compulsory School Act (2008) and the Icelandic National Curriculum
(2013), both emphasising several opportunities for parents to influence the
academic side of school life as well as the social side. This can also be
associated with the fact that 90 percent of the parents were satisfied with
their interactions with supervisory teachers, which related to their overall
satisfaction with the experience of school, as confirmed in Paper I. Parents
who are satisfied may feel little need to step out of secure positions and
take on new roles related to their child’s studies in their traditional social
supporting role.

The contradiction is also an issue of time, or rather of lack of time, as
Marindsson (2002) pointed out that it may help busy parents if schools do
not demand too much of them. Time is indeed a mysterious factor in a
home-school relationship. As discussed before, teachers already spend
much time on parent-teacher communication, and many experience this as
a burden in their working lives. Therefore, including parents more in
academic activities at school can be seen by teachers as an act of taking on
more time-consuming tasks, time they do not have available. Teachers may
also feel little need for opening up their field of practice, while they see
parents both as co-workers and as consumers or users of schools
(Rasmussen, 2004). This is controversial and reveals the dilemma many
teachers find hard to handle.

The conclusion is that the contradiction in adults’ opinions is an issue of
time and tradition and hinders further development in the field. The
present consequences are that parents miss opportunities to support their
children, and the teenagers believe that parental support is of great
importance for their achievement, as discussed later in Chapter 5.2.
Furthermore, supervisory teachers continue to carry the primary
responsibility for students’ education and well-being in school, even if they
sometimes feel they lack time or competence for the tasks (Back, 2015;
Westergard, 2013).

74



Discussion

5.1.4 Small overlap of spheres

When the findings above are compared to the evaluation tool that was
influential when we were designing the research project Teaching and
learning in Icelandic compulsory schools (see Figure 1), they suggest that
most of the participating schools are on Stage 3 (Oskarsdéttir et al., 2014b).
That means, in short, that parents receive study plans and various
information for the whole class, and they take part in social events and
attend regular parent-teacher conferences.

It is interesting that parents participating in this research project found
participating in internal school evaluation and doing volunteer work at
school preferable to participating in planning and assessing student’s
studies (see Figure 8). Epstein’s (2011) model on overlapping spheres of
influence can be useful in interpreting this. Parents may find it easier to
take part in activities concerning the school as an institution in the
community-sphere than to take steps towards the core of the school-
sphere, namely, activities that could challenge teachers’ professional
practices such as planning and assessing a student’s studies. It is worth
considering that a genuine home-school partnership is based on mutual
trust (Deslandes, 2001), and the findings show that school personnel were
reluctant when participation touched upon their expertise in traditional
academic activities. Teachers were, however, more positive about having
parents participate in planning and assessment than the parents were
themselves. Roughly half of the parent group and half of the teacher group
deemed cooperation in assessing students’ studies to be desirable, and
nearly half of the parent group (48%) found participation in planning
students’ studies desirable, along with 65% of the school personnel.

These findings bring attention to the importance of supporting parental
participation in subtle ways, for example, school personnel being loving and
encouraging to parents (Jeynes, 2011b). Teachers who have positive
attitudes towards parental involvement and encourage parents to become
involved in all types of school activities harvest fewer disciplinary problems
(Sigurgeirsson & Kaldaléns, 2006). It is the teachers’ duty to take the
initiative to contact and collaborate with families according to the laws on
compulsory school (Compulsory School Act, 91 C.F.R., 2008). The traditional
view in the field of education is that school professionals are responsible for
initiating and facilitating connections between the home and the school
(Christiansen, 2010; Epstein, 2011; Epstein et al., 2002; Nordahl, 2007).
That responsibility must be acted upon, of course, but it is equally
important for school personnel to bear in mind the diversity of the families
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involved, and that overt tutelage could be a two-edged sword (Jeynes,
2011a).

Findings in Paper | about the organisation and common practice of
home-school relationship, and findings in Paper Il on what parents and
school professionals find desirable in parental involvement, can be
compared to the Epstein model of school-family-community partnership.
Then it becomes apparent that the overlap of spheres is rather small in
practice, and the relationship between home and school rests mainly on
supervisory teachers’ shoulders. Notably, students, parents and school
professionals express an interest in having a more fulfilling relationship.
Regarding Epstein’s model, one can say that there is potential to have the
spheres overlap more.

5.1.5 The surrounding society

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system theory can be useful for interpreting
the structure of home-school relationships. Schools and families belong to
the microsystem surrounding every child, and the connections between
them are in the mesosystem. The findings reveal that the contact between
families and compulsory schools needs to be improved, just like the contact
between school levels in Iceland (Oskarsdéttir, 2012).

Findings here show that the flow of information in the mesosystem is
mainly from schools to families; it is routinized, but for many families, its
content does not fulfil the need for real cooperation. The tremendous
amount of time and effort teachers spend on preparing and spreading
information and dealing with problems related mainly to a few individual
students may indeed obscure the fact that the connections in the
mesosystem are often too weak. The good influences of parental
involvement on learning outcomes (Seginer, 2006) are known by many
school authorities and policy makers, situated in the exosystem of society
and having influence in schools without direct contact. They set forth
wishes and demands with good intentions meant to strengthen the home-
school relationship. But almost all responsibility rests on teachers’
shoulders, in the Icelandic compulsory schools as elsewhere, and will
therefore, sometimes become more of a burden than the support it is
meant to be.

With regard to the ecological theory, my conclusion is that national and
communal school authorities can, of course, encourage more parental
involvement and stronger home-school relationships. But the authorities’
good intentions can fall short if they do not understand the structure of
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home-school relationships, the work needed to cultivate connections, and if
almost all the responsibility continues to be on supervisory teachers’
shoulders. School leaders can be an asset; they can take a more active role
in the home-school relationship by leading and structuring the
communication (Baeck, 2015), and by building competencies amongst
school personnel (Westergard, 2013). Furthermore, social circumstances
have to be carefully considered, as will be discussed in Chapter 5.3.

5.2 Teenagers’ opinions on parents’ participation

The second underpinning research question is: What do teenagers prefer in
parents’ participation, and how could their wishes affect the cooperation?

The discussion in the first section is about teenagers’ opinions regarding
home-school relations as well as teachers’ and parents’ opinions regarding
teenagers; it builds on findings in Papers | and Il. Then, in subsequent
sections, the discussion refers to a deeper examination of teenagers’
opinions as presented in Paper lll.

5.2.1 Teenagers’ wish for focus on their studies

Paper Il revealed that the majority of students were positive about parents’
participation in their school life. Students found parents’ participation to be
more desirable in activities related to the academic side than to the social
side of school life, contradicting the opinions of most adults: both parents
and school personnel favoured the more traditional kind of parental
participation, which primarily involves social activities. This difference in
priorities is one of the main findings of this study and indicates the
importance of bringing students’ wishes forth in the debate on the home-
school relationship, to direct the focus onto the student, who is at the
centre of the ecological system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), and listen
to her or his opinions.

The majority of students want parents to assist them with their studies
at home and at school. Their answers reveal that students want parents to
participate when their studies are at stake rather than having them join
social events. This preference can be interpreted in many ways. For
example, students may want parents to bring in additional information
when teachers are doing assessments or making individualised plans. They
may want parents to become better informed about their academic
performance and the enacted curriculum in school. In short, teenagers
express a belief that parents can help them succeed in school. The sad part
of this interpretation is that some parents have better means than do
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others to provide support; educated, middle-class parents always seem to
be one step ahead. It is difficult to find Icelandic research on compulsory
schools that has social class as a variable. However, in the next chapter |
discuss results which confirm that class differences exist here, just as in our
neighbouring countries. Nordic research shows that changes in prevailing
teaching methods and an increased emphasis on individualised learning
have even accentuated the vulnerability of students who lack resources,
and given students from middle-class families even more advantages in
school, and that is most likely the case here as well (Back, 2017; Vinterek,
2006).

Both parents and teachers strengthen their focus on learning as
students grow older, even if both groups say they prefer parental
participation in the social side of school life. Teachers say that they use a
greater proportion of time on communication and perhaps cooperation
related to learning when the students are older. This indicator of greater
emphasis on learning and achievement can be related to what Nordahl
(2007) discusses: schools and teachers become more autonomous and less
influenced by parents as the students grow older. This also supports the
finding that home-school relationships undergo some kind of necessary
adjustment, because teenagers need distance from adults to develop their
own identities (Kryger, 2012). Another perspective is that, according to
findings in Paper |, there seems to be less contact as the children grow
older, similar to what Epstein (2007), Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) and
Nordahl (2007) found. This is alarming in terms of children with learning
difficulties. Parents estimate of the need for special support for their
children increases as students get older, rising to 28% of teenagers needing
support. Therefore, these changes in home-school relationships are not
necessarily negative—except for the teenagers who need more support: for
them, increased and more versatile cooperation between parents and
teachers would be an advantage.

5.2.2 Teenagers’ wish for a changed focus

Paper Il elaborated on teenagers’ opinions presented in Paper Il and
explored further what was behind teenage students’ wishes regarding
parental participation. Findings showed a strong correlation between
students’ answers about different ways of parental participation (see Figure
6); students were either positive about parents’ participation or rather
reluctant about all given opportunities. With reference to Epstein’s school-
family-community partnership model (2011), one can say that, in general,
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teenagers were positive towards the overlapping of the spheres, parents’
active participation in their school life and a fruitful relationship between
their family, their teachers at school, and perhaps even their community.
The minority of teenagers who were reluctant or negative towards home-
school relationship are also important. Common traits of that group
unveiled how difficult it is for teenagers to deal with the lack of belief in
one’s own learning abilities and how that relates to being bored with
tedious tasks i.e. having a rather negative school experience all in all.

It is noteworthy that students wanted parents to be better informed
about school subjects and students’ learning tasks. This desire implies that
the conventional flow of information from teachers to parents through the
communication systems on the Internet does not cover what students think
is important for parents to know. The traditional home-school relationship
could be stretched to include the community in the partnership, for
example, by teaching parents about the aims and learning outcomes
described in the national curriculum and about the tasks students work on
to achieve the required goals. This could be a community-based project, not
restricted to single schools.

5.2.3 Students’ personal traits affect their wishes

Model 1 in the regression analysis in Paper Ill described the effects of
gender and grade on teenagers’ wishes for parental participation; some
differences became clear. Good confidence in one’s own learning ability
had a positive effect.

The girls favoured parental participation more than the boys did. This
difference is not a surprise, since girls and boys often have different
expectations. Gendered socialization practices, both in school and at home,
affect teenagers in many ways, including their wishes for parental
involvement in schools (Eccles, 2011). These findings supported what one
would suppose from a gendered point of view: the girls tend to conform
more to what is expected of students than the boys do.

The difference between grades was also highly significant; the elder
students were less likely than the younger ones to wish for parents’
participation. It is tempting to interpret this in line with findings about the
different paths teenagers choose when developing their own identities and
their need to find their own ways to deal with the parent-teacher
relationship (Kryger, 2012). Now, since students find parents’ participation
much more desirable in activities related to the academic side of school life
than to the social side, a greater emphasis on parental involvement in
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students’ learning should be favoured as the students get older. That would
be an action favoured by all partners: a change in the organisation of the
home-school relationship when students grow older, but not a withdrawal
of parents’ participation.

5.2.4 Schools can influence students’ interests

Teaching quality, teacher-student relations, and students’ appreciation of
school activities are the variables of school experience that were added in
Model 2 in the regression analysis in Paper Ill. They explained almost as
much of the variability in teenagers’ wishes for parental participation as did
the personal traits in Model 1. These factors are within the school sphere,
referring to Epstein’s three overlapping spheres, so schools have the
opportunity to influence and change them.

It is worth recalling here that it is necessary to distinguish between
factors that can be changed and those that cannot be changed and
between factors that can be easily changed and those that would require
complicated efforts (Hattie, 2012). Many municipalities and school leaders
have survey information at hand that can be used to measure their
students’ appreciation of school activities. Based on that measurement,
school professionals could then act to better school-related factors, if
needed, since they are within the professionals’ own sphere. The result
would hopefully be that students appreciated school activities more than
before, followed by an increase in students’ interest in parental
participation, with both factors contributing to better academic
achievement (Epstein, 2007; Hattie, 2009).

Prior findings from this research project have shown that teenage
students find it more important for schools to prioritise good achievement
than adults do. Students put achievement in second place on the priority
list, while parents put it in fifth place, and school personnel put it in sixth
place (Bjornsdéttir & Jonsdéttir, 2014). Model 3 in the regression analysis
showed that teenagers who believe that discipline and a peaceful class
environment contribute to good achievement were more likely to welcome
parental participation in school. This adds to the factors of school
experience that school professionals should take notice of. Students’ belief
that parents’ support is essential for academic achievement had the most
significant effect of all the variables on the outcome variable: Teenagers’
wishes for parental participation. Teenagers are smart; they want all the
help they can get from both teachers and parents to get good grades; they
see good grades as something desirable, for example, to open a wider
selection of secondary schools to choose between.
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5.2.5 The emphasis on good grades

Expectations for better academic achievement are all around us, and the
influence of GERM (Global educational reform movement) can be detected
in the Nordic countries in many ways, and, for example, in increased control
of schools and enhanced interest in competition and comparisons of
students’ grades. The emphasis on equity and quality is still valued in the
Nordic educational systems (Sahlberg, 2015), but it is wise to be careful not
to sacrifice it while striving for high student performance.

In Paper lll, students who reported positive school experience and
confidence in their own learning ability were also more positive towards
parental involvement than those with less self-confidence or more negative
experience in school. The size of the student group that did not find
parental involvement agreeable was sometimes fairly big. Students were
most reluctant about unexpected visits; one out of every five students said
that parental visits to school and lessons were very undesirable. They
clearly preferred to keep home and school apart. This cynical student group
needs attention and encouragement, and teachers should reach out to
build a relationship with their families.

In some cases it maybe a very difficult task to change these negative
attitudes. Findings from a longitudinal study on home-school relationships,
as predictors for growth in achievement in math, showed to the
researchers” surprise that teachers can not compensate for parents: if
teenagers did not experience fundamental relationship qualities with
parents, they would become disaffected from adults in general and
disregard resources offered by other adults (Gregory & Weinstein, 2004).
The cynical teenage group that clearly wants to keep home and school
apart, can be suffering from a general distrust in adults. They will not
experience quality and gain equally from their school years as will their
fellow classmates in achievement or well-being if the attitudes comprising
negative school experience are neglected.

In general, during teenagers’ maturation, it is important for them to
distance themselves from adults. Therefore, parents’ diminishing
participation in school-related activities can be a sign of healthy
relationships (Kryger, 2012). Anyhow, findings in this study bring focus onto
the risks rising when many difficult or negative factors come together in a
teenagers life. Since a lack of confidence in one’s own learning ability, and a
less positive school experience, are related to students’ less positive
opinions about parental involvement, we might find that a certain group of
students is in revolt against both parents’ and teachers’ influences. This
group of teenagers might miss valuable support from adults if their
resistance is just accepted.
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5.2.6 Students voices in the ecological systems

It is appealing to turn to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory again
and bring it into the discussion. One of the main findings in this research is
that the majority of students were positive towards parents’ participation
in school-related activities. Even though their preferences differed form
adults preferences, one can say that these teenagers placement in the
microsystem was fine, and flow of information in the mesosystem was
ongoing between families, schools and other services.

On the other hand, the negative and cynical teenage group discussed in
previous sub-chapter, experienced some kind of a displacement at the
microsystem level which includes important institutions like home and
school, and also some interruptions in the mesosystem that should connect
these institutions. This fortifies the conclusion that it is necessary to bring
forth students” wishes in the debate on home-school relationship; to direct
the focus onto the priorities students have, since they are at centre of the
ecological system, and also, to listen to and respect their opinions whether
they are in line with adults opinions or not.

5.3 Influential factors for parents’ opinions

The third underpinning research question brings the families into focus:
Which factors influence parents’ satisfaction with schools, and how do they
affect the home-school relationship?

The focus on supervisory teachers and students in previous papers
evoked questions about factors that influence parents’ experiences, both
school services and social factors such as parents’ education and marital
status. Therefore, in Paper 1V, factors that influence parents and families
were explored, and they will be discussed in the following sections.

5.3.1 An acceptable level of dissatisfaction

Parental satisfaction with their children’s school varied, even though in
most cases, it was high. More than half of the parent group was totally or
very satisfied, and an additional 35% were rather satisfied, as shown in
Figure 9. When results are that positive, at first glance, it is easy to overlook
the fact that 7% of the parents were dissatisfied and another 7% were
neutral, not willing to say they were satisfied. Even though an acceptable
rate of dissatisfaction is debatable, it is important to be aware of the groups
of parents that are more prone to be dissatisfied than others, especially
since these parents share some common traits. It is also important to note
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that explanations of parents’ dissatisfaction can be diverse and related to
many factors other than relationships between parents and teachers
(Westergard, 2007).

Parents” satisfaction is also a complex concept. It seemed to be a
straightforward and a rather simple term at the beginning of this research
project, but that changed during the research process. Studying different
preferences regarding parents” participation in school while writing Paper I
and writing Paper Ill on teenagers’ opinions, revealed that the face value of
participants” answers is not enough due to various possible interpretations
of questions and answers and because participants may not be all equally
willing to reveal their opinions. Therefore, in Paper IV, it became essential
to explore parents’ satisfaction and to use factor analysis to adduce
different viewpoints of satisfaction. Then, multiple regression was done on
two factors and on the straightforward question regarding the matter,
thereby revealing parents’” satisfaction from three different perspectives.

The results in Paper IV show that the most important factors influencing
parents’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction with school relate to their children’s
well-being and needed support. When children complain about being
bullied, or when the school is not responsive to children’s need for special
support, parents experience disappointment and dissatisfaction. The
importance of cooperation and coherent effort focused on children’s
learning and maturation is accentuated by the findings which show that
parents’ dissatisfaction increases as children get older. Also, the need for
special support increases as students get older, as mentioned before. These
findings indicate that early interventions to address students’ learning
difficulties, and a greater emphasis on bullying prevention at school, are of
major importance and could diminish parents’ dissatisfaction.

5.3.2 The importance of having influence

The feeling of being able to influence the school’s decisions and future
vision is important to parents. According to the regression analysis in Paper
IV, those parents who felt that they were able to influence the school in this
way were generally more satisfied with the school, and especially with the
teaching, and this feeling made communication with school personnel
easier. This result supports studies that find failing to include parents in
important decisions in school settings indicating that parents are not
treated as equals (Baeck, 2009). Moreover, research shows that teachers’
opinions of parents are often ambivalent; they see parents either as
supports or barriers to successful teaching (Rasmussen, 2004). The findings
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here confirm that holding parents at distance can be costly, lowering
parents satisfaction with school.

The relationship between parents and school personnel, with
supervisory teachers as key figures, can be sensitive and somewhat
personal. Findings here support the notion that encouragement and
support for parents is more important than tutelage and guidelines (Jeynes,
2011b), since communication proved to be such an important and
somewhat independent factor in the relationship and its quality. Also,
findings in Paper IV confirmed that the traditional methods of parental
involvement, i.e. attending social events, increased neither general parental
satisfaction nor satisfaction with teaching specifically, but did have a
positive influence on communication between parents and school
personnel. The home-school relationship has to be cultivated with care.

5.3.3 Equity for all but single mothers

International research has shown that parental participation in school-
related activities contributes to children’s success at school (Desforges &
Abouchaar, 2003; Hattie, 2009, 2012; Jeynes, 2005, 2011a). Parents
experience pressure to participate because they believe it is in their
children’s best interest (Book & Perala-Littunen, 2014). This research
echoes these findings: both parents and school professionals believe that
parental support is essential for children’s academic achievement, as
discussed before. Moreover, findings indicated that parents are presented
with varying opportunities to become involved, and they might experience
several obstacles as discussed before, even if they have several official
opportunities to influence in school.

Parents with more formal education are more likely to participate in
home-school cooperation and more likely to acknowledge the importance
of parental support in education (Baeck, 2009), and the study in Paper IV
confirms that Icelandic parents are alike. Researchers have stated that
schools are more likely to match middle-class parents’ values and
involvement styles than those of the working class (Baeck, 2005; Lareau,
2000). Furthermore, academic socialisation seems to be the most important
factor in children’s success in school, and it is best handled by the middle
class (Baeck, 2017). Findings here indicate similarly that social status may
affect the extent to which parents’ voices are heard when arguing for their
children’s needs for special support in school. Even though parental
assessment of whether their children need special support in school is not
the basis for schools’ decisions to provide such support, parents’ confidence
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in speaking on behalf of their children, in a way that the schools consider to
be reliable and persuasive, may play a role in the schools’ decisions.

It is somewhat harder for schools to please the more-educated parents;
those that had completed more than compulsory education. In Paper 1V,
regression models were used to explore parents’ satisfaction from different
perspectives, i.e. their satisfaction with communication with school
personnel, with teaching, and their general satisfaction. The regressions
showed that parents” education level was a significant variable even when
the strongest explanatory variable of parents’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction
was added, i.e. the variable “getting special support if a child needed it at
school”. Parents with more education were less satisfied than were those
with less education. So, it is possible that the more-educated parents were
more demanding on behalf of their children, and their children were more
likely to receive adequate support.

Educational level and marital status are social factors that are somewhat
intertwined in the findings here. The educational level among single
mothers is lower compared to the educational level of other parent groups
in this study, and the findings reveal that parental background influences
factors such as receiving special support in school. Therefore, it is alarming
that single mothers are overrepresented in the group of parents who view
their children as needing individual support in school but not getting any or
not enough.

When these findings are summed up, one can conclude that children of
single mothers with only compulsory education are at risk of being
overlooked and unseen in compulsory schools even if they need special
support, and their mothers are likely unheard. These mothers are likely to
be less able than the parent group in general to lead the academic
socialisation that seems to be the most important factor in children’s
success in school, according to Baeck (2017). Therefore, the disadvantages
their children meet at school are apparent. These findings support
international research that shows the influence of social and cultural capital
on the relationship between home and school, and parents’ possibilities to
influence school (Back, 2005, 2009; Catts, 2009; Lareau, 2000; Palludan,
2012).

A surprising point in this research was that even if single mothers feel
powerless compared to other parents, findings show that they are more
willing than the other parents to participate in social activities at school;
this shows their resilience in supporting their children. Keeping in mind that
most teachers in Icelandic compulsory schools are women, the findings call
for further research and critical discussions regarding respect and power
structures within the school system.
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5.3.4 The much-wanted equity in education

It is a common belief that Iceland is a society of educational equity. The
present findings pertaining to different levels of access to special support,
the influence of parents’ educational level, and the importance of feeling
that the school appreciates parents’ opinions all contest the idea of equity
as a major value in the relationship between schools and students’ families.
One of the major issues to address is probably the illusion of equity, since it
is not necessarily a leading value in practice. It is necessary to acknowledge
that the social status, gender, educational level and cultural values of
parents do, indeed, have an impact on the rationale and practice of
parental involvement in Icelandic schools, just as in schools in other
countries (Baeck, 2009, 2010).

Parents value their children’s well-being in school as much as their
achievements, and even though media discussions often seem to suggest
otherwise, parents will sometimes value well-being even more (Desforges &
Abouchaar, 2003). However, policy documents, such as a white paper
released by the Icelandic Ministry of Education, Science and Culture
(Mennta- og menningarmalaraduneytid, 2014) show that school authorities
do not necessarily seem to be aware of parents’ priorities or sufficiently
respect parents’ opinions, and the position is often ambivalent on the local
level, as can be seen in policy documents (Reykjavikurborg, 2015).

Emphasis on equity and quality in educational systems has been
thoroughly discussed by Sahlberg (2014), who questioned whether this
emphasis should be called Nordic, fearing that so-called Nordic values could
be changing. The findings in Paper IV in some respects sustain this fear. In
Iceland, the blame cannot be put on free school choice, but at the same
time many other influences of GERM can be traced within the Icelandic
compulsory school system, such as stronger measures of control over
schools. The illusion of the Icelandic educational system as upholding the
values of equity and quality may be one of the reasons for the downplaying
of equity in schools’ practice, which in turn is displayed in parents’
dissatisfaction. Quality and equity are often promoted as values that are
emphasized in the Nordic countries (Sahlberg, 2014), but findings discussed
here signal the importance of bringing these values forth when working
with home-school relations and including them in discussions about school
development, where school professionals, parents and students should all
have a respected voice.
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5.4 Future research

The image of equity in Icelandic compulsory schools is disputable, and
findings in this research call for a more in-depth examination of equity
within those schools and the opinions of all partners in this regard. Special
attention should be given to single mothers, or single parents, and to the
less educated in the parent group. Findings of this project show social
differences in the parent group and within the student group that are
interesting and influential for home-school relationships. Therefore, a
better understanding of social factors and power structures is needed and
could be of value for school development.

Students” perspectives on parental involvement are of great interest and
should be investigated further and including the younger students could be
of value. As this study has shown, students’ opinions bring in some new and
fresh views on the research topic.

Findings regarding teenagers opinions and several factors influencing
parents satisfaction and relation with school, are presented in Paper 3 and
Paper 4. It could be interesting to address these questions further by using
qualitative methods to get an in depth perspective on the issues.

It is well worth some time and effort to scrutinise the covert and open
the aims with parental involvement and bring forth the opinions of school
personnel. As for now, school personnel seems to fulfil the duties brought
upon them by laws and regulations, but teachers do not feel at ease; young
teachers need support, and school leaders need a more definite role. It is
essential to investigate how that support could be provided. How the
relationship is organised and conducted is remarkably alike between
schools, regardless of students’ age and other circumstances. If the aim is
joint responsibility for students’ welfare and education, as often stated,
then parental involvement must be discussed and encouraged in many
ways, fitting schools’ culture in each place.Lastly, it is of great interest to
use the data and findings from this project in Nordic or international
cooperative studies, to compare organisation and preferences and discover
barriers in home-school relations. It would be useful to get a broader
perspective on how to develop competencies amongst school personnel
and strategies of cooperation according to different situations in diverse
schools and municipalities.
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5.5 Strengths and limitations

The study described in this synopsis had some strengths and limitations
related to the overall research design, sampling, and analyses.

The main strength is that the dataset is big; students in the schools that
participated comprise 17% of all students in compulsory schools in Iceland
at that time. The data reveals differences that could easily have been
missed in a smaller dataset. But the size of the dataset made it possible, for
example, to highlight the roots of dissatisfaction within the parent group
that we probably would not be able to show as statistically significant in a
smaller set.

Another strength is that this doctoral project belongs to a family of
studies, all building on some of the quantitative and qualitative data
belonging to the same research project. Because there are several studies
connected to the main research project, one can discover new sides of
known topics or even brand-new topics by following the threads belonging
to different research strands or teams. Studies done by other researchers
can also throw an interesting light on certain aspects or issues within the
topic of parental involvement. Thus, combined efforts, as well as multiple
perspectives, can bring about new knowledge and ignite new research
interests.

One limitation is that not all the participating schools were chosen
randomly, so it is fair if somebody wants to question the validity of the
sample being representative of Icelandic compulsory schools in general. The
research project’s emphasis on studying the development of
individualisation justified the stratification done by choosing three schools
that explicitly were developing their teaching and student learning in that
direction. On the other hand, with regard to other interests such as
parental involvement, this way of choosing the sample limits our
possibilities to interpret findings.

Another limitation is the compromise that is necessary when so many
researchers work together, for example, in creating questionnaires. In this
research project, | had no choice but to use some questions from others,
which indeed would have been different if they were formed only to serve
the interest of this research.
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6 Conclusions

In an attempt to answer the main research question — What part does
parental involvement play in compulsory schools? — | will highlight the
findings and discussion points | find most relevant and surprising and try to
tie them together.

First, according to the participants in this research project, parental
involvement plays a substantial but rather conventional role in Icelandic
compulsory schools. Icelandic parents and school personnel firmly believe
that their cooperation is essential for children’s education, and more
specifically for students’ academic achievement. Good grades are highly
valued on the surface of the society. For example, the media, but
particularly official authorities like, for example, the Ministry of Education,
Science and Culture seem to emphasize good grades more than do
compulsory school professionals and parents. The expectations regarding
good grades on national and international assessment can become a
burden or distract school personnel and parents, who seem to agree that
they want to prioritize students’ well-being. These contradictions point to
the importance of framing what home-school cooperation is good for,
bearing in mind that it cannot solve all difficult tasks within the school
system.

Second, the project has revealed a need for clarification of the
terminology used in the field of home-school relationships, at least in
Iceland. The terms most used for home-school relationship are, in Icelandic,
samstarf heimila og skdla or foreldrasamstarf, which literally translate to
“cooperation between home and school” or “parents cooperation.”
Therefore, it seems that cooperation is almost included “per definition”
when a mere exchange of information is often the reality. The need for a
critical discussion is eminent to unveil some hollow phrases and to make
room for changes in school practices. A discussion about the meaning of
terms to use should occur amongst school professionals and parents, as
clear and useful definitions must build on mutual respect and sprout in
school culture. | suggest a discussion about the term tengsl heimila og
skodla, literally translating to “home-school relationships”, since it is
somewhat neutral and does not contain the word “cooperation” or
samstarf as it is in Icelandic.
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Third, it has been confirmed that supervisory teachers are the main link
between schools and families; they were praised more than other school
personnel but carried more of the burdens when parents were
disappointed with their child’s school. This was expected but evidenced
here in an extensive dataset. Young supervisory teachers find relationships
with parents hard to handle and need support in this role, an important
note that must be shared with both school leaders and institutions that
provide teacher education.

The fourth point concerns teachers’ competencies. Teachers need to be
aware that parents can be vulnerable due to their children’s special needs,
so cooperating with those parents is likely to be time-consuming and
demanding. Teachers and school personnel need enhanced competencies
to work with students’ families, and school leaders should emphasise
competence-building at all levels in schools as it is necessary for
advancement in the field of home-school relationship.

My fifth point is that a comparison of these findings with Epstein’s
school-family-community partnership model clearly showed that a greater
overlap between the spheres is needed. Sharing the workload of real
cooperation is a precondition to developing the relationship. Epstein’s
model emphasises schools’ responsibility in initiating and cultivating the
relationship, and the need for that arrangement is confirmed in my
findings, especially when the effects of social circumstances have been
explored. The students that would benefit the most from more cooperation
are often from families that are not likely to reach out or take the initiative
themselves.

The sixth point concerns teenagers in compulsory schools. Parents’
participation in school activities is highly desirable by all partners:
therefore, teachers and parents have to try to sustain their interest in
participation throughout students’ adolescent years. Findings indicate that
home-school relationships need to be more responsive to diversity in the
student group and more sensitive to students’ social backgrounds. If
students’ school experiences are rather negative, it is necessary to reach
out to the families and the students, even if they are reluctant to
cooperation. At the lower-secondary level, parental involvement should be
focused more on inviting parents to participate in students’ academic
activities, and even include guidance for parents in understanding the tasks
and demands that their teenagers face. The organisation of home-school
relationships should emphasise respect for students’ wishes for
cooperation regarding their academic tasks, and state clearly that good
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relationships contribute to both student achievement and student well-
being at school.

My seventh point touches upon social consciousness and the need for
an open discussion in the field of compulsory education about equity and
praxis. Findings revealed that social differences influence opinions and
practices in home-school relationships. Icelandic legislation, school
documents and traditional organisation of home-school relationships, all
reflect a policy of equity, but the research project unveils a reality of
inequity in praxis. For example, single mothers feel that they are not
treated with same respect as couples. Single mothers also seem to get less
of a needed support for their children who have learning or behavioural
difficulties. Therefore, it is likely that single mothers have a greater share of
teenagers who are bored in school and lack confidence in their learning
abilities. This can become a vicious cycle that influences students’ well-
being and achievement, and thereby enhances the disadvantage that
children with lower social status already experience. The responsibility for
cultivating the relationship between home and school often falls to school
professionals. For that reason, it is crucial for these professionals to
understand the interrelations in society, as described by Bronfenbrenner's
ecological systems theory, and the possible consequences of unfair
treatment of families with low socioeconomic status in the community.

The eighth and final concluding point concerns the Nordic model in
education and the role that research findings play in policymaking as well as
daily practices in schools. The Nordic point of view on education
emphasizes quality and equity in education. On the surface, we certainly
want the Icelandic compulsory school system to follow the Nordic model.
That is visible in official policy documents and in several other documents
put forward by teachers’ unions, municipalities, and compulsory schools
themselves, for example in school mottos. But the praxis points in a
somewhat different direction, as treating all children and parents alike does
not seem to be of prime concern. A lack of school funding cannot excuse
this. Many teachers and school leaders would probably reconsider how
they act in home-school relationships, and reform their daily practices, if
the discussion about home-school relationships were more often informed
by research like this doctoral project and similar studies. My point is that
Nordic or Icelandic school systems are far from automatically characterized
by fairness in praxis. However, research can fuel the discussion and
contribute to school development towards the goals of the Nordic model.
The home-school relationship can contribute to that development, if its role
is reformed to better serve the emphasis on quality and equity in
education.
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Abstract

Supervisory teachers are responsible for the home-school relationship in compulsory schools in
Iceland. According to this study on parental involvement in compulsory schools, the practices in the
relationship are systematic and regular, and quite similar to those in Denmark and Norway. Data was
gathered using two online surveys, one for professional staff in 20 compulsory schools and another
for parents of children in those same schools. Ninety percent of parents find communication with
supervisory teachers to be easy. The ease of communication is related to overall satisfaction with the
experience of school, which demonstrates the importance of the supervisory teachers’ role.
Cooperating with parents is more difficult for the supervisory teachers. Two-thirds of them said that
they spend 2-4 hours per week cooperating with parents, and a major part of the cooperation is con-
cerning individual students. The results show no difference in parental satisfaction with the coopera-
tion in relation to the age of the child, but teachers use more time on cooperation about learning for
the older students, which can indicate greater emphasis on learning and achievement. It should be
considered to encourage teachers to spend more time on cooperating with the whole parent group, to
increase direct contact with all parents and to be aware that parents can be vulnerable due to their
child’s special needs. In practice, parent participation and involvement must be encouraged in many
different ways if the aim is a joint responsibility of student welfare and education.

Introduction New legislation regarding compulsory
schools in Iceland took effect in 2008. The

Parents and teachers spend much precious  general objectives in Article 2 were much
time discussing children in schools, not  debated, but a consensus was reached on
only about their achievements and well-  this text regarding the home-school rela-
being but also their behaviour problems tionship:

and dissatisfaction!- But what character-

izes the relationship between home and The compulsory school shall encourage
school? Is it productive or are there some good cooperation between the school
obstacles that need to be overcome for the and the home, with the objective of
benefit of the schoolchildren? ensuring successful school operation,
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general welfare and safety for pupils
(The Compulsory School Act 2008).

The policy on joint responsibility of home
and school in upbringing and education of
children is reinforced in the The Icelandic
National Curriculum Guide for Compulsory
Schools. General Section (2012).

The Compulsory School Act, the
National Curriculum, and regional policy
documents do not clearly define the home-
school relationship or the different levels of
parental involvement. Built on traditions in
the Icelandic school system we have cho-
sen in this research to use the different
terms as follows. Communication refers to
exchange of information including contact
via phone calls, emails, etc. Cooperation
refers to discussion between parents and
teachers or other school staff about issues
regarding a student and it includes the par-
ents’ participation in events and school
work. Parental involvement refers to the
level of cooperation, that is to which extent
a joint responsibility on student welfare and
education has been reached. The terms
communication, cooperation, and parental
involvement are in line with Nordahl's (2007)
description of levels in home-school coop-
eration where he defines the following
three stages: 1) exchange of information; 2
meaningful discussion; and 3) shared
responsibility of pedagogical decisions.

Parents’ support of their children
comes in various shapes and sizes. Their
involvement in schools is strongly influ-
enced by social class of families including
economic status, educational level of the
mother and psycho-social health, single
parent status, and to a lesser degree eth-
nicity (Desforges and Abouchaar 2003).
Studies have shown that parents common-
ly cease participation in their children’s life
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as the children become teenagers
(Desforges and Abouchaar 2003, Nordahl
2007). This affects teenagers’ lives in many
different and sometimes undesirable ways.
It has also been well established in educa-
tional research that parental involvement in
schools has a positive impact on achieve-
ment and adjustment (Desforges and
Abouchaar 2003, Hattie 2009). The question
remains how parents’ participation can be
sustained throughout their children’s ado-
lescent years. The answer is probably
anchored in different cultural and social
premises, but it is widely accepted that
schools must nurture the cooperation and
aim at involving all parents.

The School Council
Every single compulsory school in Iceland
is now required to have its own School
Council with two parents as representa-
tives (The Compulsory School Act 2008). As
before, every school district has a single
school board for all the compulsory schools
in the community and the parents” associa-
tion elected one representative to take part
in its activities (The Compulsory School Act
1995).

Parents” obligations have increased as
well as their possibilities to influence
school practices as stated in Article 8:

The School Council participates in poli-
cy making for the school and in devising
and developing the school culture. The
School Council shall discuss the school
curriculum guide, annual operational
schedule, financial plan and other plans
regarding school activities. The School
Council shall have a saying regarding
any plans for major changes to school
operations and activities before a final
decision is made thereof. The School



Council shall monitor security, condi-
tions and general well-being of pupils
(The Compulsory School Act 2008).

The role of the Parent Council has also
changed as defined in Article 9 “to support
school activities, encourage pupils” welfare
and promote the relations between school
and home.” Articles 8 and 9 together grant
significant possibilities of influence for par-
ents in their children’s schools. New legis-
lation and associated regulations are
indicative of the educational policy, which
aims to increase the impact and responsi-
bility of parents.

Both educational-political and pedagog-
ical arguments support this emphasis on
the role of parents and their influence with-
in schools (Finnbogason 2009). But parent
representatives in school councils are facing
complicated tasks since parents are never a
homogenous group. In a Swedish study
about parental involvement through local
school boards, Kristoffersson (2009) finds
that parental influence has increased, but
she is concerned if it really has had a posi-
tive effect on local democracy as intended.

The supervisory teachers’ role

Every parent has legal rights regarding his
or her own child. Parents have the right to
choose a compulsory school for their chil-
dren in accordance with the regulation of
the municipality and to have special needs
of their children met at that school. They
also have the right to information about
school activities and their children’s educa-
tion. It is affirmed by the new legislation
that the contact person for parents is the
supervisory teacher who is often the home-
room teacher for a group or class of stu-
dents. The supervisory teacher role is
described as follows:

(AN
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Supervisory teachers shall follow
closely their pupils’ studies and their
personal development, their condition
and general welfare, they shall guide
their pupils in their studies and school
work, provide assistance and advice
regarding personal matters and thus
strengthen the cooperation between
school and home (The Compulsory
School Act 2008).

The special role of the supervisory teacher
as a link between school and home, and as
students’ special guardian and advisor, is
well known and verified in different ways in
the Icelandic society. This status is for
example affirmed at the official website for
The Office of the Ombudsman for Children
(2012), where it is stated that the supervi-
sory teacher should always be the first per-
son to consult when students encounter
some kind of problem that affects their
studies and well-being at school.

The supervisory teacher role in a class
is rewarded with a wage increase in teach-
ers’ contracts (The Association of Teachers
in Primary and Lower Secondary Schools
2011). The definition of full-time work for a
teacher under the age of 55 includes the
following three main components: teaching
26 lessons corresponding to 17.33 hours;
preparing and processing instruction, 10.67
hours; and work managed by the school
principal, 9.14 hours, which 4.14 of those
hours can be scheduled for meetings and
group work. It is interesting to see that the
tasks to be prioritized within the 9.14 hours
are listed in the contract in the following
order: “Cooperation between professionals
within and out of school, cooperation with
parents, registration of information, super-
vision and control of classrooms, and stu-
dent interviews.”
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Home-school relationships in the
Nordic countries

The Nordic countries all have long tradi-
tions of home-school cooperation and the
importance is unquestioned, at least offi-
cially. In Denmark, for example, several
political campaigns, programs and peda-
gogical measures during the last 30-40
years have emerged to strengthen the
home-school relationship. These actions
have been grounded on the rhetoric that
this is in the child’'s best interest, and that
cooperation between home and school is
good - the more the better (Dannesboe et
al. 2012). Dannesboe, Kryger, Palludan and
Ravn are critical towards “the more the
better” rhetoric and argue that it is time to
shift the focus and pay attention to the
quality of the relationship. In newly pub-
lished studies, they focus on students and
parents, and on the social significance of
the home-school relations in everyday life,
with a special interest in the impact of the
prevailing practices of cooperation. They
find the practices surprisingly similar from
one school to another, and describe it as
follows:

The basic elements are to be found in
very different schools, from early child-
hood to graduation. The standardized
basic elements are one or two home-
school conferences per year, where
parents and teachers - and sometimes
students - talk about the student, and
one or two common parent meetings.
Added to this are some letters with
information, communication through
information systems on the Internet,
individual development plans and vari-
ous social events (Dannesboe et al.
2012).

12

The features of the cooperation in Norway
are described in a similar way. The direct
contact between teachers and parents is
limited to participation in one common par-
ent meeting and in one parent-teacher con-
ference for 30 minutes per semester
(Nordahl 2007). The child is normally pres-
ent during the conferences. Of the parents,
53.2% say they have had contact with the
teachers by telephone; and Nordahl points
out that only half of the Norwegian parent
group has had a direct conversation with
the teachers where solely adults were
present, restricting possibilities for real
dialogs. The majority of teachers, inter-
viewed by Nordahl, report that they seek
contact with parents only when needed,
often meaning just when something nega-
tive has happened at school. This can easi-
ly have negative consequences for the rela-
tions between teachers and parents.
Nordahl (2007) finds it rather noteworthy
and unfortunate that schools and teachers
do not focus more on cooperating with par-
ents, and he states that there is a long dis-
tance between the ideal and the reality in
this matter.

Parental involvement decreases as
the child grows older

Epstein (2007) and Desforges and
Abouchaar (2003) express that the extent of
parental involvement diminishes as the
child grows older. A comparison of parents’
experiences of their cooperation with the
schools shows, according to Nordahl
(2007), that it becomes qualitatively worse
as schoolchildren become older. Parents
receive less information, have fewer
dialogs with teachers, their influence
becomes weaker and their knowledge of
curriculum and textbooks decreases.
Nordahl (2007) discusses that this may be



an expression of the schools and the teach-
ers becoming more autonomous as the
students grow older, and less influenced by
parents. Yet students’ influences do not
seem to increase significantly.

Kryger (2012) researched ninth grade
students’ own stories about their interpre-
tation and meaning of the home-school
relationship. Kryger concludes that the
established forms of cooperation between
home and school leave very little space for
students’” perspectives. He states that it is
especially important for teenagers, devel-
oping their own identity, to find their own
way to deal with the parent-teacher coop-
eration.

Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) point
out that lessening parental involvement as
the child gets older is strongly influenced
by the child taking an active mediating role.
A possible explanation for the dwindling
contact may be that teenagers simply need
to distance themselves from adults, par-
ents and teachers, and need more space as
they mature.

Supporting parents
In the literature about home-school
relations one can frequently see that
empowering parents is considered impor-
tant and beneficial for the children
(Adalbjarnardéttir 2007, Christiansen 2010,
Epstein 2001, Olsen and Fuller 2008,
Seemundsdottir and Karvelsdottir 2008).
The professional teacher should support
and encourage parents in their role as
parents (Christiansen 2006, Nordahl 2007).
The good intentions are very clear, but how
to go about managing the delicate task
of support and empowerment is not as
clear.

Parents with more capital and capacity,
who have experience of success in school
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and highly value education tend to be better
able to tackle home-school relationships
(Dannesboe et al. 2012). Birna Maria
Svanbjornsdéttir - (2007)  researched
whether parents wanted support in their
parental role or not, and asked parents of
children aged 4-12 years in Iceland. Almost
70% of respondents would like support in
their parenting role but parents who con-
sidered themselves well competent to raise
a child wished for less support than others.
One has to wonder about the 30% in the
group that does not want support and what
differentiates them from the parent group
in general.

Birte Ravn writes about the compensa-
tory rationale, as the view of a particular
group of parents as being unable to social-
ize their own children (Dannesboe et al.
2012). An example from 2010 of this ration-
ale is the allocation of 56 million Danish
kronor to strengthen the home-school
cooperation with immigrant parents
(Dannesboe et al. 2012). The danger of
teachers patronizing parents is apparent
despite all of the good intentions, and it
may explain why some parents turn away
from school when their children get older.

Monika Vinterek (2006) has analyzed
how school practices in Sweden have been
influenced by the concept of individualized
learning, and developed through several
phases since the 1960s. Vinterek states
that students today are expected to take
more individual responsibility and can
therefore have more influence on their
learning, but the responsibility has partly
been moved from the school and onto the
students and their parents’ shoulders,
thereby sometimes accentuating the vul-
nerability of students with lack of
resources.
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A model of partnership

Joyce L. Epstein has been researching and
advising on how to build partnerships with
parents, using the NNPS Partnership
Model. The model consists of the following
six keys or types of involvement: parenting,
communicating, volunteering, learning at
home, decision making, and collaborating
with the community (Epstein 2002). The
communicating key is described as: “Two-
way communicating activities keep families
informed about and involved in school
programs and students’ progress.” The
partnership framework has its version for
middle and high schools so “schools can
create programs that enable all parents
to remain engaged with their teens and
their schools.” Epstein (2007) states the
following:

Studies are accumulating that show
that family involvement through high
school is important for student suc-
cess. The growing literature yields
three main conclusions:

e Parents want more and better infor-
mation to guide their students
through middle level and high school
Students benefit from family and
community involvement in high
school

Educators in middle level and high
schools must take responsibility for
developing goal-linked partnership
programs that reach all families and
that help students succeed

Itis clear that in the NNPS frameworks, the
school professionals have the responsibili-
ty of initiating and facilitating two-way com-
munication. This view on the responsibility
is revealed in many writings about parental
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involvement and home-school relations
(Nordahl 2007, Christiansen 2010). Maybe it
is to counter the fact that many middle level
and high school teachers report that the
only time they contact families is when stu-
dents are in trouble (Epstein 2007).

Subtle ways of support

Parental involvement is considerably
broader and more complicated than earlier
parental involvement theories have
acknowledged, states William H. Jeynes
(2011) in a meta-analytic research and
advices that “parental involvement pro-
grams should incorporate more of the sub-
tle components in order to maximize the
efficacy of these initiatives.” Traditionally,
parental engagement is viewed as a set of
deliberate, overt actions such as frequently
attending school events and helping chil-
dren with their homework. Jeynes’ results
from three meta-analyses have challenged
that traditional image and indicate that the
most powerful aspects of parental involve-
ment are frequently subtle such as main-
taining high expectations of one’s children,
communicating with children and parental
style. Moreover, Jeynes finds an increasing
body of research suggesting that the key
qualities for fostering parental involvement
in schools may also be subtle:

In other words, whether teachers, prin-
cipals, and school staff are loving,
encouraging, and supportive to parents
may be more important than the spe-
cific guidelines and tutelage they offer
to parents (Jeynes 2011).

The meta-analyses done by Jeynes (2011)
confirm that parental involvement is more
complex and a considerably broader issue
than earlier research indicated.



Desforges and Abouchaar’s review about the
impact of parental involvement, parental
support and family education on pupil
achievement and adjustment stresses:

The most important finding from the
point of view of this review is that
parental involvement in the form of “at-
home good parenting” has a significant
positive effect on children’s achieve-
ment and adjustment even after all
other factors shaping attainment have
been taken out of the equation. In the
primary age range the impact caused
by different levels of parental involve-
ment is much bigger than differences
associated with variations in the quality
of schools. The scale of the impact is
evident across all social classes and all
ethnic  groups (Desforges and
Abouchaar 2003).

An Icelandic study by Sigurgeirsson and
Kaldaléns (2006) in compulsory schools in
Reykjavik shows that in those schools
where teachers had positive attitudes
towards parental involvement the discipli-
nary problems were fewer than in schools
where home-school relations were weaker.
There were frequent invitations for encour-
aging parents to get involved; great empha-
sis was on informing parents with newslet-
ters and emails and the focus was on medi-
ating positive results, successes and victo-
ries. Even though causality is questionable
in this context, the findings reveal that the
staff in the “problem-free” schools man-
aged to blend warmth and openness into
their organized cooperation with parents,
and this correlated with fewer disciplinary
problems.

The review above shows that parents’
role in their children’s learning and in

115

Kristin Jonsdottir & Amalia Bjornsdottir

school practices is complex, and changes
when the child grows older. Thus, the ques-
tions set forth in this article are as follows:

e How is the home-school relationship
organized?

What characterizes communication
and cooperation between parents
and supervisory teachers?

e What affects parent satisfaction with
home-school relations?

Is cooperation different depending
on the age of students?

Method and analysis

The participants were all teachers, princi-
pals and other staff members in 20 com-
pulsory schools in Iceland that were willing
to take part in the project, and the parents
of the children attending those schools.
The schools were in four municipalities; 17
were selected randomly and three schools
were selected because of their emphasis
on individualized learning. The sample is
large; for example, the students in those 20
schools were 17% of all students in com-
pulsory schools in Iceland.

Some of the questions were answered
by all the staff, but some were answered
only by supervisory teachers. Of the staff
members, 312 were supervisory teachers.
An online questionnaire using QuestionPro
online survey software was developed by
the research team using guidelines on sur-
vey construction from Karlsson (2003) and
Pérsdéttir and Jonsson (2007). A question-
naire was developed for parents, which
included questions about parents’ back-
ground, the special needs of their child,
their cooperation with school staff and sat-
isfaction with the service their child is get-
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ting at the school. Questionnaires for the
school staff included questions for supervi-
sory teachers about their cooperation with
parents. All questionnaries were pretested
in a pilot study in one compulsory school
and all reviewed by an expert in survey con-
struction.

Teachers and other staff answered an
online questionnaire that was sent to their
work email address. They answered four
questionnaires in the school year
2009-2010. An online questionnaire was
sent to parents in April 2011 using email
addresses found in school computer files. If
two email addresses were on file, for exam-
ple, for both the mother and the father, one
was selected randomly. If a parent had
more than one child in the school, the child
the parents should answer for was selected
randomly. To follow-up, emails were sent
twice to the parents who did not respond,
and the principal of the school also sent
letters to parents encouraging participa-
tion. If no answer arrived from the parent
and another email was on file with the
school, the questionnaire was sent to that
email address, with two follow-up emails
encouraging participation.

The response rate for the parents was
67% (n=3481) and for staff it was around
82% (n=823). The response rate is good, but
the response rate for surveys frequently
falls below 50% (Saunders 2012).

The data was analyzed with SPSS 20.
Percentages, odd ratio and Spearman cor-
relation was computed. Spearman correla-
tion is used for variables measured on ordi-
nal scale and odd ratios are used to esti-
mate probabilities when dealing with
dichotomous variables.
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Results

Parents and school professionals agreed
that working together is important for the
education of children. Overall, 99% of
parents and school professionals conside-
red parental support to be rather or very
important for academic achievement of
children. Furthermore, 95% of teachers
considered cooperation with parents as
being vital to ensuring proper behavior in
schools. Despite almost complete agree-
ment on the importance of parental sup-
port in the educational process, opinions
were split on the parents’ possibilities to
influence school practices. About a quarter
(26%) of parents said that parents could
have little or very little impact on school
practices, 39% said they could have neither
great nor little impact, and 35% said they
could have a great or very great impact on
school practices.

The cooperation between parents
and supervisory teachers

Parents were asked how easy or difficult it
was to communicate with school principals,
supervisory teachers, and teachers in
general. Among the parents who had been
in contact with those school professionals,
65% thought it was very easy to communi-
cate with supervisory teachers, 38%
thought it was very easy to communicate
with other teachers, and 42% thought it
was very easy to communicate with school
principals (see also Figure 1). On the other
hand, when supervisory teachers were
asked if they found cooperation with
parents to be easy or difficult, 15% said it
was very easy, 62% found it rather easy, but
over 7% found it rather or very difficult to
cooperate with parents.



Kristin Jonsdottir & Amalia Bjornsdottir

B Very eas
70 - ry easy

60

>0 42

38 37
33

40

%

30
21

20 16

Parents' view on
communication with
principals

Rather easy M Neither easy nor dif‘ficulla’c5 M Rather difficult  m Very difficult

Parents' communication
with other teachers than
supervisory teachers

62

25

15 16

Parents' communication  Supervisory teachers' view
with supervisory teachers on cooperation with parents

Figure 1. Parents’ (n=2896) and supervisory teachers’ (n=296) views on the ease or difficulty of

cooperation between the groups.

Most of the responsibility for parent-
teacher cooperation in Icelandic schools
falls on the shoulders of supervisory teach-
ers. On average, each supervisory teacher
(n=312) was responsible for 22.0 (SD=6.62)
students, and 70% of them had 18 to 26 stu-
dents in their homeroom.

Almost all parents (99.5%) said that
they had communicated with supervisory
teachers, 89% with school principals and
85% with other teachers.

Most of the supervisory teachers (69%)
had scheduled parent-teacher conferences
twice each school year, where 26% met
with parents three times. According to the
supervisory teachers, 79% of those meet-
ings took 15 minutes or less, and 89% said
that students were always present during
these conferences.

Supervisory teachers were asked how
many hours per week they used for provid-
ing information to parents and on the coop-
eration with them. The majority, or 66%,
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said they used 2-4 hours per week, 24%
said they used 1 hour or less per week and
6% said they used 5-7 hours. Questions
regarding the proportion of time superviso-
ry teachers used on providing information
and for cooperation revealed that a large
proportion of time was used on matters
concerning individual students. About 21%
of the teachers said that more than half
(51-75% or 76-100%) of the time was used
on matters of individual student behavioral
problems, and 18% said that more than half
of the time was used on individual student
learning (see also Figure 2).

Supervisory teachers were asked to
estimate how often they communicated
with parents on matters concerning individ-
ual students through phone calls, written
messages or meetings. The frequency of
communication is shown in Figure 3.
Sending written messages to parents was
the most common form (74% did so at least
weekly), followed by talking with some par-
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Figure 2. Proportion of time used on different topics of communication; supervisory teachers’

(n=293) estimates.

ents on the phone (41%) and 13% met with
some parents at least weekly.

Supervisory teachers were asked about
the contents of the communication they ini-
tiated with parents. The results can be seen
in Figure 4. Of the teachers, 35% said they
had weekly or more frequent contact with
some parents about their children’s behav-
ior, and 34% said they had weekly or more
frequent contact with some parents about
their children’s homework. A quarter of
teachers had weekly or more frequent con-
tact with some parents about learning.

Parents were also asked about the con-
tents of communication they initiated (see
Figure 5). Of the parents, 2-3% said they
had at least weekly contact with teachers
about their child’s learning, behavior or
interaction with other students. Over half of

the parents said they contacted teachers
less than yearly about their child’'s behavior
or interaction with other students, and 28%
said they contacted teachers less than
yearly about their child’s learning. Parents
were not asked about contact regarding
homework.

What affects parents’ satisfaction
with home-school relations?
Parents’ education, child gender or age did
not affect the assessment of whether the
parents considered communication with
supervisory teachers to be easy or difficult.
There was a positive correlation
between how easy communication with the
supervising teacher was and parental sat-
isfaction  with  school in general
(r4(2851)=0.34, p<0.001). This means that
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B 2 times a week or more  Weekly H 1-3 times a month
W 2-4 times a semester M 1-2 times a year Yearly or less

45 1 a1

40 - 37 37 36 36

Email/paper message Phone calls to parents Meetings with parents Meetings with parents
and students

Figure 3. Frequency of communication with parents; supervisory teachers’ (n=293) estimates.

B At least weekly m 1-3 times a month B 2-4 times a semester

45 - 39
40 - 35 37 3 34

Learning Behavior Students' interaction Homework
with other students

Figure 4. Frequency of supervisory teachers’ (n=290) initiated communication with parents regard-

ing different issues.

easy communication with the supervisory  school and the easiness of communication
teacher has a tendency to go hand-in-hand  with other teachers and the principals.

with overall satisfaction with the experi- In general, parents were satisfied with
ence of school. There is a similar correla-  the school but the attitude of parents
tion between the overall satisfaction with toward the services their child received at
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54

51
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Figure 5. Frequency of parents’ initiated communication with teachers; parents’ (n=2885) estimates.

school seemed to be related to the assess-
ment of how easy or difficult it is to com-
municate with supervisory teachers (see
Figure 6).

This means that easy communi-
cation with the supervisory teacher
has a tendency to go hand-in-hand
with overall satisfaction with the

experience of school.

According to the parents, a total of 26% of
the children were considered to have spe-
cial needs that affected their schooling. The
two largest groups of children had learning
disabilities and/or behavioral problems.
Those accounted for 95% of students with
special needs. Of parents, 22% said their
child had learning disabilities and 8% said
their child had behavioral problems. More
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than half of parents in both groups believed
the child did not receive sufficient assis-
tance at school.

If the child had no learning disabilities,
3% of the parents said the communication
with the supervisory teacher was rather or
very difficult. If the child had learning dis-
abilities and received the service he or she
needed, only 0.7% found communication
difficult; but, if the child had a disability and
the parents judged the service as insuffi-
cient, 13% found the communication with
the supervisory teachers to be difficult. In
other words, parents of a child with a learn-
ing difficulty, and who perceived their
child's service as inadequate, were 4.5
times more likely to find the communication
difficult (OR 4.5 CI-95% 3.0-6.7) than
parents of a child with no learning diffi-
culties.

The same pattern can be seen when
viewing the responses of the parents of
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m Totally/very satisfied

Rather unsatisfied

70

61

60

50

40
®

30
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No special needs

W Rather satisfied

Sufficient assistance

m Neither satisfied or unsatisfied

Totally/very unsatisfied

No or insufficient assistance

Figure 6. Parental (n=3243) satisfaction with school by special needs and services provided.

children with behavioral problems. Of those
that were not satisfied with the way the
school responded, 18% said the communi-
cation with supervisory teachers was diffi-
cult, compared to only 1% of those who said
the school responded in a satisfactory
manner. Parents who were not satisfied
with the services were 6.2 times more like-
ly to judge the communications as being
difficult than parents of children without
behavioral problems (OR 6.2 CI-95% 3.7-
10.5).

These results show that when parents
of children with learning or behavioral
problems feel that their needs are not met
at school they perceive the communication
with supervisory teachers as difficult and
are dissatisfied with the school in general.
What is surprising is that if parents feel the
special needs of their child is met, then
they are more satisfied and find the com-
munication to be easier than parents that
have children with no disabilities.
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Home-school relations and age

When comparing responses by the age of
students, the following categories are
used: young (6-9 years]), middle (10-12
years) and teenagers (13-15 years). There
is no difference in how easy or difficult par-
ents find communication with teachers and
principals, or how much influence they
think parents can have on school practices,
based on the age of the children.

However, when looking at how fre-
quently parents contact the school, there is
a difference (see Figure 7). About 65% of
parents of teenagers contact the school
less than yearly about their child’s behav-
ior, and 47% of parents of the youngest stu-
dents have so little contact. A similar pat-
tern emerges about student interaction
with other students: 42% of parents of the
students in grades 1-4 have less than year-
ly contact, and 68% of the parents of
teenagers. No difference was found in the
frequency of contact concerning the child’s
learning.
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W At least weekly ™ 1-3 times a month

80

70

Grade 1-4 Grade 5-7

Behaviour

65

Grade 8-10

M 2-4 times a semester M 1-2 times a year M Less than that or never

68

Grade 1-4 Grade 5-7 Grade 8-10

Students' interaction with other students

Figure 7. Frequency of parent contact with the teacher by student’s grade; parents’ [n=2867) estimates.

60 57

Grade 1-4

W Totally/very satisfied ™ Rather satisfied ® Neither satisfied or unsatisfied

Grade 5-7

Ratherunsatisfied  Totally/very unsatisfied

Grade 8-10

Figure 8. Parental (n=3431) satisfaction with school by students’ age group; parents’ estimates.

Parental satisfaction with school in general
is lower in the middle age and teenage
group than in the youngest group [see
Figure 8). There is no difference in satisfac-
tion with the services provided for children
with special needs; but, the difference in
the percentage of students that parents
consider to have learning or behavioral dif-
ficulties is quite striking. In the youngest
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group it is 19%, in the middle group 29%
and in the teenage group it is 28%.
Supervisory teachers were asked about
the proportion of time they used on cooper-
ation with parents as a group, as well as
with individual parents. There was no sig-
nificant difference in the proportion of time
spent on cooperation about individual stu-
dents’ behavioral problems, or giving infor-
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Figure 9. Frequency of communication with parents outside of scheduled meetings by grade level;

supervisory teachers’ (n=266) estimates.

B At least weekly m 1-3 times a month m 2-4 times a semester

44 44

43

41

1-2 times a year © Less than that or never

41
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Grade 14 ‘ Grade 5-7 ‘Grade 8-10

Behaviour

Grade 14 ‘ Grade 5-7 ‘Grade 810

Students' interaction with other
students

Grade 14 ‘ Grade 5-7 ‘Grade 810

Homework

Figure 10. Frequency of communication with parents outside of scheduled meetings by grade level;

supervisory teachers’ (n=268) estimates.

mation to parents as a group by grade level.
But more time seems to be spent on coop-
eration about individual students’ learning
the older the student is: 10% of superviso-
ry teachers in grades 1-4, 22% in grades
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5-7 and 24% in grades 8-10 said they use
more than half of the total time used for
cooperation on this task.

There is no difference in frequency of
meetings with parents by grade level. On
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the other hand frequency of email/paper
message and phone calls decreases as the
students get older (see Figure 9).

The contents and frequency of commu-
nication between teachers and parents by
grade level can be seen in Figure 10. As the
students grow older the teachers are less
likely to contact parents about behavior, stu-
dents’ interaction with other students and
homework, but there was no difference in
frequency of communication about learning.

Discussion and conclusions

The findings show that both parents and
school professionals find parental involve-
ment in compulsory schools to be essen-
tial. The home-school relationship rests
mostly upon the contact between parents
and the supervisory teachers of their child.
But what do those findings mean? The
parental involvement is a young research
field in Iceland and the relevant terms are
not clearly defined in official documents
such as the National Curriculum or in this
research project. When writing about this
research it became apparent that it is nec-
essary to clarify the terms in use and link
them to concepts in Nordic and internation-
al discourse. For example, there is no clear
or common distinction between communi-
cation and cooperation as terms in dis-
course about parents in education in
Iceland. When answering the research
questions on the home-school relationship
and parental involvement, the study con-
ducted here tries to clarify the terms in use.

The answer to the first research ques-
tion regarding the organization of the
home-school relationship is that it seems
to run through conventional channels. The
usual practices in the home-school rela-

tionship in Iceland are similar to those
described in Denmark and Norway
(Dannesboe et al. 2012, Nordahl 2007).
There are two to three brief parent-teacher
conferences per year in addition to commu-
nication via letters, emails and phone calls.
Parents also attend various social events.
The organization of communication seems
to be systematic and regular, which is of
key importance in empowering parents and
keeping them involved in schools
(Christiansen 2010, Epstein 2002, Epstein
2007, Nordahl 2007, Ssemundsdottir and
Karvelsdéttir 2008). The question arises if
this traditional way of communication bet-
ween parents and school staff is a necessa-
ry exchange of information or an indication
of cooperation with more profound discus-
sions regarding students in concern.

Nordahl (2007) pointed out that for
each school year just about half of the
Norwegian parents had direct contact with
the teachers with only adults present. Over
half of the Icelandic parents said that they
contacted teachers less than annually
regarding their child’s behavior or stu-
dents’ interaction, and less than 28% about
their child’s learning. This indicates that
many Icelandic parents are rather distant
from the schools just as the Norwegian
ones, which adds to the question whether
this traditional way of communication can
be interpreted as cooperation.

A major part of the communication
between parents and supervisory
teachers is about issues concerning
individual students.

The second question concerns characteris-
tics of the communication and cooperation



between parents and supervisory teachers.
Almost all the parents had communicated
with supervisory teachers and two out of
three parents found it very easy and 25%
found it to be easy. This indicates a com-
fortable relationship for the vast majority of
parents. The supervisory teachers were
asked about cooperation with parents and
some of them found it to be difficult. That
should not be surprising because much of
their time for cooperation with individual
parents is used for things that are most
likely somewhat problematic or what has
been described as seeking contact when
needed (Epstein 2007, Nordahl 2007).

A large proportion of teachers” work
time outside of teaching is used for cooper-
ation with parents. According to teachers’
contracts (The Association of Teachers in
Primary and Lower Secondary Schools
2011), near five hours per week are
assigned for other responsibilities than
teaching-related tasks and scheduled
meetings. Two-thirds of the teachers said
that they spend 2-4 hours per week on the
cooperation, which is a considerable part of
those five hours. The recording of a wide
variety of information is time consuming
and so is work on individual development
plans. A major part of the communication
between parents and supervisory teachers
is about issues concerning individual stu-
dents. Apparently Icelandic teachers spend
more time on communicating with parents
about poor behavior or learning difficulties
rather than on growing positive relation-
ships with the diverse parent group or in
real cooperation. Given these facts, it must
be important to assess whether superviso-
ry teachers’ time on home-school relations
is wisely spent.

But what affects parent satisfaction
with home-school relation? According to
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Desforges and Abouchaar (2003}, the par-
ents’ involvement in schools is strongly
influenced by the social class including
economic status and the mother’s educa-
tional level. In this study, parental educati-
on did not affect the assessment of whether
the parents’ communication with supervi-
sory teachers was considered easy or diffi-
cult. On the other hand, the attitude of par-
ents toward the services their child recei-
ved at school seemed to influence their
assessment of the relation with superviso-
ry teachers. Parents of children with lear-
ning difficulties or behavioral difficulties
were more likely to judge the communicati-
ons as being difficult compared to parents
of children without learning or behavioral
problems. It is surprising that the group of
parents that reports the easiest communi-
cation with supervisory teachers are
parents of children with disabilities that
feel their needs are met at the schools.
Parents’ educational background did not
matter but quality of school services had a
great impact. This may be interpreted as a
sign of disappointment and the supervisory
teachers take the blame. Parents commu-
nicate with the supervisory teachers and
they answer for much of the school's obli-
gations towards students according to the
second paragraph of The School Act 2008,
which is reflecting the educational discour-
se and expectations in the society.

The last research question is con-
cerned with the difference in cooperation
depending on the age of students. There is
no difference in parental satisfaction about
the parents’ communication with the
supervisory teachers in relation to the age
of the child. But similar to what Epstein
(2007), Desforges and Abouchaar (2003)
and Nordahl (2007) found, there seems to
be less contact as the children grow older.
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This is alarming in regards to children with
disabilities, as our findings show that par-
ents of older children are more likely to
believe that their child has disabilities than
parents of younger children.

There is no difference in proportion of
time used by supervisory teachers for con-
tact about behavior problems and sending
information to the whole parent group, but
they use a greater proportion of time on
cooperation about learning when the stu-
dents are older. This can be an indicator of
greater emphasis on learning and achieve-
ment and can be related to what Nordahl
(2007) discusses: schools and teachers
become more autonomous and less influ-
enced by parents as the students grow
older. This also relates to what Kryger
(2012) stated about teenagers needing dis-
tance from adults to develop their own
identities. Therefore, these changes in
home-school relationships are not neces-
sarily negative, except for teenagers that
need more support.

This discussion revealed some impor-
tant points. Even though parents have more
options to influence school practices by
virtue of the new legislation from 2008 and
their participation has been encouraged
(Finnbogason 2009), only 35% of the par-
ents feel they can have a great impact on
school practices. The policy of moving
toward a more individualized teaching and
learning has emphasized increased
parental involvement (Vinterek 2006, The
Compulsory School Act 2008, Teaching and
Learning in Icelandic Schools]). In this
regard the practices have not changed as

Funding

much as preferred, and “the more the bet-
ter” rhetoric that has been widely promot-
ed in Iceland, like in Denmark (Dannesboe
et al. 2012), sounds rather simplistic.

Easy communication with supervisory
teachers is related to overall satisfaction
with the experience of school, which
demonstrates the importance of that role.
The supervisory teacher is in a key position
to nourish the more subtle ways of parental
involvement such as encouraging parents
to maintain high expectations of their child
and communicate with their child (Jeynes
2011). Furthermore, an Icelandic study
revealed that those schools that managed
to blend warmth and openness into their
cooperation with parents had fewer disci-
plinary problems (Sigurgeirsson and
Kaldalons 2006), and in developing that
relationship the supervisory teachers are
key figures.

The findings suggest that teachers
should be encouraged to spend more time
on cooperating with the whole parent
group, to increase direct contact with par-
ents and to be aware that parents can be
vulnerable due to their child's special
needs. Communication is necessary
between parents and supervisory teachers
for cooperation to occur, but the study has
revealed a tendency to assume that com-
munication between parents and teachers
automatically should be named coopera-
tion. In practice, parents’ participation and
involvement in education must be encour-
aged in many different ways if the aim is a
joint responsibility of student welfare and
education.
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Notes

1 Parental involvement in schools is one of six strands in a larger research project called Teaching and
Learning in Icelandic Schools, which deals with teaching and learning in 20 compulsory schools for age
level 6 to 15. The project’s aim is to contribute to the body of knowledge on teaching and learning with
a special emphasis on the development towards individualized and cooperative learning. The aim of
Parental involvement in schools is to explore the role of parents in their children’s learning and the rela-
tion of schools with their communities. The findings presented here are built on data from question-
naires given to school staff and parents (Bjornsdéttir and Jonsdoéttir 2010, Sigurdardoéttir and
Hjartarson 2011, Teaching and Learning in Icelandic Schools).
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Desirable Parental Participation in
Activities in Compulsory Schools

Kristin Jonsdottir

Abstract

This study on parental involvement in 20 compulsory schools in Iceland reveals what school profession-

als, teenagers and parents think is desirable parent participation. The majority of the students want

their parents to participate, but primarily only in the academic portion of their school activities. The

school staff was very positive towards traditional parents’ participation in social activities, but reluctant

when participation touched upon their expertise in academic activities. The parents also found it most

desirable to participate in social activities, and generally the more educated parents favoured parental

involvement more than the parents with less education. In all groups, the interest in parents’ participation

declined as the students grew older. The findings are discussed in light of Epstein’s family-school-com-

munity partnership model (Epstein 2011, Epstein et al. 2002), some critical perspectives, and Jeynes’

(2011) meta-analytical research which claims that supporting parents in subtle ways is most effective.

Introduction

Most people believe that parents contribute
to their children’s success in compulsory
school by participating in school-related ac-
tivities. Parents and their participation do
matter; however, how this participation
should be supported and organised is not as
clear. Parents’ opinions and wishes about
the home-school relationship differ widely
and their participation in school activities
differs likewise. Teachers and other school
professionals have their own preferences
regarding this relationship and so do stu-
dents. Parental influence in schools has in-
creased (Kristofferson 2009). Conflicting
interests mark modern life and Marinésson
(2002) remarked that it could come in handy
for busy parents if schools were to expect
only small interventions on their behalf.
The expectations that parents, school
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staff and students have concerning parents’
participation is the main focus of this paper.
It elaborates upon findings from research by
Jonsdoéttir and Bjornsdattir (2012) that were
focused on the organization of home-school
relationships, cooperation between parents
and homeroom or supervisory teachers and
the satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the
relationship. Both contribute to a research
on parental involvement in schools within a
larger research project.!

What do teenagers, parents and school
professionals find to be desirable in
parental participation in school activi-
ties?

Expectations about the home-school rela-
tionship are shaped by habits and traditions
within schools and communities, but also by
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several other factors, some of which can be
influenced or at least clarified for a better
understanding of parental involvement. The
key question here is: What do teenagers,
parents and school professionals find to be
desirable in parental participation in school
activities?

Home-school relationships
Empowering parents is considered to have
great favourable impact on their children
(Adalbjarnardéttir 2007, Christiansen 2010,
Epstein 2011, Olsen and Fuller 2008,
Seemundsdottir and Karvelsdottir 2008).
However, not all parents do want support in
their parental role (Svanbj6rnsdéttir 2007).
Teachers as professionals should support
and encourage parents in their parental
role, and homeroom or supervisory teachers
play a key role in this context as the main
link between the home and the school
(Christiansen 2006, Nordahl, 2007). These
notions, so frequently found in the literature,
are clearly supported in findings from this
research by Jonsdéttir and Bjornsdottir
(2012). Two important parts of these findings
are worth recalling.

Firstly, around 90% of the parents found
communication with the homeroom or su-
pervisory teachers to be easy. The ease of
communication was related to the overall
satisfaction with the experience of the
school, which demonstrates the importance
of the homeroom or supervisory teachers’
role. The parents and the professional
school staff agreed that working together
was beneficial for the education of children.
99% of the parents and the school profes-
sionals considered parental support to be
rather or very important for the academic
achievement of children and 95% of the
teachers found cooperation with the parents
to be vital for proper behaviour in schools
(Jonsdottir and Bjornsdottir 2012).
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This fits with what has been firmly
established in educational research, that
parental involvement in schools has a positive
impact on achievement and adjustment (Des-
forges and Abouchaar 2003, Hattie 2009).

Family involvement programs nowa-
days often go beyond linking children’s
home and classroom learning experi-
ences to include the communities where
the families live

Secondly, results on differences in home-
school relationships that were related to the
age of students showed that the focus of the
contact seemed to change as the students
grew older; the contact between parents
and teachers was less frequent, but teach-
ers used a greater proportion of time coop-
erating with parents about learning when
the students were older. Jonsdéttir and
Bjornsdottir (2012) interpreted this as an in-
dicator of greater emphasis on learning and
achievement, but it can also be related to
teenagers needing distance from adults to
develop their own identities (Kryger 2012).
Therefore, Jdnsdoéttir and Bjornsdéttir
(2012) conclude that these changes in
home-school relationships - less contact
but more focus on learning - are not neces-
sarily negative, except for teenagers that
need more support.

Terms and words in use

In Iceland, the different levels of parental in-
volvement are not clearly defined in The
Compulsory School Act (2008), The National
Curriculum (2011), or in regional policy doc-
uments. It seems to be taken for granted
that stakeholders have some or the same
idea of what the home-school relationship
means. This foggy way of handling home-
school relations can have consequences



such as misunderstandings between the
people involved and confusion in the debate
about the issue. One of the interesting find-
ings by Jonsdéttir and Bjornsdéttir (2012)
was that it “revealed a tendency to assume
that communication between parents and
teachers automatically should be named
participation”. This serves as a warning
when it comes to writing in a field so
drenched with common sense.

The terms used in this research have
been defined in line with corresponding
terms in English and Nordic languages, as
follows: Communication refers to an ex-
change of information including contact via
phone calls, e-mails, etc. Cooperation refers
to discussion between parents and teachers
or other school staff about issues regarding
a student and it includes the parents’ partic-
ipation in events and schoolwork. Parental
involvement is a broad term and here defined
as “parental participation in the educational
processes and experiences of their children”
(Jeynes 2005).

These terms are also in line with com-
mon usage by Icelandic parents and teach-
ers, and fit with Icelandic research done on
policy making in the field (Guémundsson
2003, Finnbogason 2009). The terms com-
munication, cooperation, and parental involve-
ment are useful with Nordahl's (2007)
description of levels of home-school coop-
eration where he defines the following three
stages: 1) exchange of information; 2
meaningful discussion; and 3] shared
responsibility of pedagogical decisions.

Epstein’s family-school-community
partnership model

Genuine home-school partnership is based
on mutual trust, common goals and two-
way communication, according to Deslandes
that has compared different conceptual
frameworks (2001). In the current interna-

31

Kristin Jonsdottir

tional research on home-school relation-
ships, there are two main approaches: one
wanting to contribute to the strengthening
and improvement of home-school relations,
and the other marked by a more critical an-
alytical interest (Dannesboe et al. 2012).

Family involvement programs nowadays
often go beyond linking childrens home and
classroom learning experiences to include
the communities where the families live
(Coleman 2013). These programs are meant
to strengthen home-school relations.

The family-school-community partner-
ship model by Joyce Epstein and her col-
leagues best reflects that contemporary
comprehensive approach to family involve-
ment (Coleman 2013). For years, Epstein
and colleagues have been researching and
advising on how to build partnerships with
parents, using the family-school-community
partnership model, which is also called the
NNPS Partnership Model in their earlier
writings.

As the title family-school-community
partnership model suggests, three “overlap-
ping spheres of influence” form the core of
the model, and point out the importance of
the family (one sphere), the school (a second
sphere), and the community (the third
sphere) working together to support chil-
dren’s development and education (Cole-
man 2013). Maximum overlap among these
three spheres is reached when there is a
true partnership that reflects frequent fam-
ily-school-community communication and a
program that is responsive to the needs of
all families and children (Epstein 2011). In
contrast, she says, the spheres minimally
overlap when families, school, and commu-
nities operate with very little communication
and mutual planning.

The model consists of six keys or types
of involvement: Parenting, communicating,
volunteering, learning at home, decision-
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making, and collaborating with the commu-
nity (Epstein et al. 2002). Each of the six keys
can serve to encourage six types of involve-
ment or partnerships, each of which in-
cludes multiple activities that are
responsive to the needs and interests of all
families (Epstein 2011, Epstein et al. 2002).

Epstein’s focus on developing models
aiming at raising student achievement is in
line with many other researchers’ models in
this field in the Anglo-Saxon world (Dan-
nesboe et al. 2012). Despite the fact that the
spheres are expected to work together,
school professionals have the responsibility
of initiating and facilitating communication
between home and school. The same view
on responsibility is also revealed in many
other writings about parental involvement
and home-school relations (Christiansen
2010, Nordahl 2007). Teachers must be en-
couraged to take on this important task of
building relationships and counteract the
fact that many middle level and high school
teachers admit that the only time they con-
tact families is when students are in trouble
(Epstein 2007). The family-school-commu-
nity partnership framework has been widely
used in primary schools, but has also been
adapted to middle and high schools so it can
be used to keep parents engaged with their
teens as well as the younger ones.

The more subtle ways of support

The other main approach in current interna-
tional research on the home-school relation
is of a more critical analytical interest. So-
ciological perspectives bring in factors that
affect parental involvement, such as gender,
class and ethnicity, and show how these are
related to child-rearing practices, views on
academic performance and home-school
relations (Dannesboe et al. 2012). The aims
of studies with these perspectives are not to
identify the ideal home-school relationship
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and thereby give the recipe to the perfect re-
lationship. Rather, they focus on revealing
the social circumstances and conditions that
support or limit parental opportunities for
involvement in their children’s education.

Nowadays, Danish research in the field
is more of this kind according to Dannesboe
and colleagues (2012). In their research
project “Skole-hjem-samarbejde som kul-
turel selvfglgelighed - en multi-sited etno-
grafisk afdaekning” (e. Home-school
collaboration as a cultural truism - a multi-
sited ethnographic study) their aim is not to
identify the defective or the ideal collabora-
tion. Rather, they want to give research-
based insights into children’s and families’
everyday life and thereby contribute to dis-
cussions in the field without pointing in one
correct direction.

Parental involvement programs should
incorporate more of the subtle components
in order to maximize the efficacy of these
initiatives, as Jeynes (2011) concludes after
doing meta-analysis on research findings
about home-school relationships. He claims
that parental involvement is more compli-
cated and broader than a set of deliberate,
overt actions such as helping students with
their homework or participating in social ac-
tivities. Jaynes uses results from three
meta-analyses to address and criticise the
traditional image of good home-school co-
operation, and to indicate that the most
powerful aspects of parental involvement
are frequently subtle such as maintaining
high expectations of one’s children, commu-
nicating with children, and parental style. An
increasing body of research suggests that
the key qualities for fostering parental in-
volvement in schools may also be subtle:

In other words, whether teachers, prin-
cipals, and school staff are loving, en-
couraging, and supportive to parents



may be more important than the spe-
cific guidelines and tutelage they offer
to parents (Jeynes 2011).

It is useful to relate Jeynes’ results to the
more sociological critical perspectives in re-
search on home-school relationships. Find-
ings contributing to the knowledge and
understanding of families and children’s
everyday life can become useful in the dis-
cussions about practice and how to under-
stand and encourage cooperation with
diverse parent groups.

Vinterek (2006) pointed out that Swedish
students today are expected to take on more
individual responsibility and that sometimes
has accentuated the vulnerability of stu-
dents who lack resources.

An Icelandic study showed that in com-
pulsory schools where teachers had positive
attitudes towards parental involvement, dis-
ciplinary problems were fewer than in
schools where home-school relations were
weaker (Sigurgeirsson and Kaldaldns 2006).
In those schools, there was a great empha-
sis on keeping parents updated on what was
happening and the focus was on mediating
positive results and success. Parents were
also encouraged to get involved in all types
of school activities, not just social events.
Causality is questionable; however, the find-
ings in Sigurgeirsson and Kaldaléns' (2006)
research revealed that in schools where the
staff managed to blend warmth and open-
ness into their organized cooperation with
parents, this correlated with fewer discipli-
nary problems.

Presenting alternative and perhaps
more critical perspectives on parental in-
volvement is, of course, more fragmented
than presenting coherent partnership pro-
grams. It merely emphasises that under-
standing the differences and unique
circumstances in every school, community,
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parent group and in every student group is
the prerequisite to cooperation.

Several studies have shown that parents
often cease participation in their children’s
lives as the children become teenagers
(Desforges and Abouchaar 2003, Epstein
2007, Nordahl 2007). This affects teenagers’
lives in many different and sometimes un-
fortunate ways. On the other hand, this
ceasing participation could be a sign of
sound relationships in general as Kryger
(2012) has suggested. His research on ninth
grade students’ own stories about their in-
terpretation and meaning of the home-
school relationship showed that the
established forms of cooperation between
home and school leave very little space for
students’ perspectives. He states that it is
especially important for teenagers, develop-
ing their own identity, to find their own way
to deal with the parent-teacher cooperation.

The review above shows that parents’
participation and involvement in school ac-
tivities is a complex matter. How to handle it
should not be taken for granted. The ques-
tion set forth in this article is: What do
teenagers, parents and school professionals
find to be desirable in parental participation in
school activities?

Method and analysis

The participants in this research were the
principals, teachers and other school
professionals in 20 compulsory schools in
Iceland that accepted an invitation to take
part in the project; the parents of the
children attending these schools; and stu-
dents in 7th-10th grade in 14 schools, i.e. in
all of those schools that had students in the
lower-secondary level. The schools were in
four municipalities; 17 were selected
randomly and three schools were selected
because of their emphasis on individualized
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learning. The sample is large; for example,
the students in those 20 schools comprised
17% of all of the students in compulsory
schools in Iceland.

The online survey software QuestionPro
was used for online questionnaires, which
were developed by using guidelines on sur-
vey construction from Karlsson (2003) and
Pérsdoéttir and Jonsson (2007). One ques-
tionnaire was developed for the parents,
which included questions about the parents’
background, their cooperation with school
staff and satisfaction with the service their
child was getting at the school. Question-
naires for the school professionals included
questions about their work conditions,
usage of working hours and preferences re-
garding home-school relationships. Ques-
tionnaires for students included questions
about learning styles, their relations with
the teachers and about what they preferred
in parental participation in school activities.
A pretest of questionnaires was conducted
in a pilot study in one compulsory school.
Multiple methods were used for data gath-
ering, including interviews and notes from
field observations which made it possible to
triangulate the data in the research project,
but findings in this article are build on the
questionnaires.

Teachers and other professionals
answered online questionnaires sent to
their work e-mail address. They answered
four questionnaires in the school year 2009-
2010. The students answered an online
questionnaire in the computer room in their
own school when members from the
research team visited the participating
schools in autumn 2010. A more detailed
description of the questionnaires is in the
article by Jonsdéttir og Bjornsdéttir (2012).

The response rate for the parents was
67% (n=3481), for the students it was 86%
(n=1821) and for the school professionals it
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was around 82% (n=823). The response rate
was high, as the response rate for surveys
frequently falls below 50% (Saunders 2012).

The data was analysed with SPSS 20.
Percentages, Chi-square and Spearman
correlation were computed. Spearman cor-
relation is used for variables measured on
an ordinal scale and Chi-square for categor-
ical variables.

The interest of all those participating in
the research is protected by keeping all data
confidential. Furthermore, the participating
schools were all offered a feedback, includ-
ing presentations and discussions about the
results, as the intention is to contribute to
research based discussions about school
development.

Results

Parents and school professionals involved in
this research are convinced of the impor-
tance of parental participation in school
activities. Now it is time to discover what
those involved find desirable in that matter.
As students, i.e. teenagers, also participated
in this study, it is appropriate to describe
first the results of their opinions.

Students want parents to join in
school activities

Students in 7th-10th grade in the 14 schools
with a lower-secondary school level were
asked about their opinions on parents’
participation in school activities. In general,
the teenagers were positive towards
parents’ participation in school activities
(see Figure 1).

Eight out of ten students found it very or
rather desirable to have parents assisting
them with homework, 68% found it very or
rather desirable that parents participated in
assessments of their academic achieve-
ment, and 63% found it very or rather desir-
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®Very desirable

Assist with homework

Assessment of student’s studies

Planning of student’s studies

Be informed about subjects and tasks

Attend extra curricular activities / social events
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Figure 1. Student (n=1821) opinions on the desirable parental participation in school-related activities.

able that parents participated in planning
their studies. The results presented in Fig-
ure 1 show clearly that students find it most
appealing to have parents participating in
the academic activities of school life rather
than social activities. Ranking below those
three statements are statements relating to
the social activities of school-life, which has
been the more traditional way that parents
have participated. Just over half of the stu-
dent group found it very or rather important
that parents participate in social events in
school such as class entertainment. Having
parents visit the school and participating in
schoolwork had the lowest ratings, but 28%
of the students found that to be very or
rather desirable.

The correlations between answers to
those statements in Figure 1 are all positive
and statistically significant. The strongest
relations were between answers on partici-
pation in assessment and participation in
planning of studies (rg(df 1586)=.65 p<.01]).
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However, despite these correlations, there
are interesting differences of opinions within
the student group, as described in Table 1.

The results in Table 1 can be summa-
rized by three concluding statements. The
students’ interest in parental involvement
decreased the older they were, the girls
were more enthusiastic than the boys about
parental participation, and those with more
confidence in their learning abilities were
more enthusiastic than those who felt infe-
rior in their studies.

School professionals

The questions directed to teachers, princi-
pals and other school professionals were in
line with those for the students. There were
questions added that were aimed at parental
participation in tasks that are of a more pro-
fessional nature such as school manage-
ment, internal school evaluation and
curriculum development. The results are
presented in Figure 2.
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Table 1. Proportion of students (%) that found parental participation to be

school activities.

very desirable in different

Grade Gender Confidence in their
learning ability
Very or
7% | 8% | 9% | 10% %2 Boy | Girl %2 Good | rather x?
poor
Assist with homework | 65 |58 | 46 | 44 63.8%** | 45 60 34.0%** | 56 45 32.2%**
Assessment of
student’s studies 49 |40 | 35 | 32 40.6%** | 32 45 33.9%** | 42 31 3. 1xx*
Planning of student’s
studies 41 |34 | 28 | 23 46.6%* 26 35 22.1%%* | 33 27 22.9x**
Be informed about
subjects and tasks 35 (29 |25 | 23 22.5* 25 30 16.7** 29 22 4 .2%**
Join in social
events/extracurricular
activities 38 (28 |18 | 16 100.2%** | 23 25 8.9 25 21 32.8%**
Visit school and
participate in lessons | 17 |16 | 9 12 42.6%** | 12 14 21.2%** 1 13 12 12.8*

*p<0,05, **p<0,01, *** p<0,001

B Very desirable

Attend extra curricular activities
Assist with homework

Organise extra curricular activities
Voluntary work in school
Unplanned visits to the classroom
Assessment of student’s studies
Planning of student’s studies
Internal school evaluation
Desisions on homework
Development of school curriculum

Participate in classroom lessons
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Rather desirable ™ Neither desirable nor undesirable M Rather undesirable

" Very undesirable

0

%

T
20%

T
40 %

T
60 %

T
80 %

1
100 %

Figure 2. School professionals’ (n=823) opinions on the desirability of parental participation in school-

related activities.
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School professionals rated the desirability of
parental participation in eleven activities.
They found it most desirable that parents at-
tended social events or extracurricular activ-
ities organized at school, but 98% said it was
very or rather desirable. When it came time
to help with homework, 94% of the respon-
dents felt it was very or rather desirable and
84% had the same opinion about the involve-
ment of parents in planning social activities
at school. The school-staff was very positive
towards parents’ participation of the tradi-
tional kind around social activities and home-
work. On the other hand, less than half of the
respondents thought it was very or rather de-
sirable to have parents participating in deci-
sions about homework, 18% believed they
should be involved in developing the school
curriculum and 19% of school professionals
found it very or rather desirable to have par-
ents participating in the classroom lessons.

The teachers’ age had no impact on
their answers but there were notable differ-
ences when comparing responses by the
age of the students they taught. Teachers’
interest in cooperation seemed to wane the
older the students were, just like parents’
interest seemed to wane as their children
grew older. Around 54% of teachers of stu-
dents in 5th-7th grade (intermediate level)
found it highly desirable that parents organ-
ise extracurricular activities, 49% of teach-
ers of the youngest students (grades 1-4)
had the same opinion but only a third of the
teenagers’ teachers (grades 8-10) found it
very desirable (x? (8, N = 375) = 21.9, p =
.005). The majority of teachers at all levels
considered it very desirable for parents to
attend scheduled events but that also
declined with the increasing age of the
students; 92% of teachers in grades 1-4
considered it highly desirable, 87% in grades
5-7 and 71% of those teaching teenagers [y?
(8, N =375) = 25.5, p =.001).
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The same decline can be seen in teachers’
interest in parental involvement in home-
work. Figure 2 shows that, in general, 69%
of the school professionals find that very
desirable. Just 55% of the teachers of
teenagers had the same opinion, consider-
ably fewer than the 82% who felt it very de-
sirable at the youngest level and 72% who
thought it very desirable teaching at inter-
mediate level (2 (8, N =376) = 27.6, p = .001).
Although a minority of the teachers deemed
unexpected visits of parents highly desir-
able, there were even fewer teachers of
teenagers (16%) of that opinion, than that of
the other levels or 27% in the intermediate
level and 31% in the youngest level (x? (8, N
=376)=28.1, p=.010J.

Parents’ desires for participation

in school

Parents found it most desirable to parti-
cipate in school activities by organising ex-
tracurricular activities such as class
entertainment. Figure 3 shows that and
parent opinions about the other six alter-
native ways of collaboration.

Figure 3 shows that 73% of the parents
thought it was desirable for parents to
participate in organising extracurricular
activities. Over half of the parent group also
thought it was desirable for parents to
participate in internal school evaluations,
volunteer at the school, and participate in
planning students’ studies and in academic
assessment. Only 20% of the parents
thought it was desirable for parents to
participate in classroom lessons.

Parents’ interest in participation in
school activities declined as the children
grew older. At the youngest level, 29% of
parents thought it was very desirable that
parents participated in organizing extra-
curricular activities. About a quarter of par-
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Participate in classroom lessons

Rather desirable ™ Neither desirable nor undesirable M Rather undesirable

Very undesirable

0% 10%

20%

30% 40% 50% 60 %

70%

80% 90% 100 %

Figure 3. Parents’ (n=3481) opinions about the desirability of parental participation in school-related

activities.

ents of children in grades 5-7 said the same
and 18% of parents of teenagers agreed (%2
(8, N=2978])=66.9, p<.001).

The majority of adults, parents and
school staff; favour the more traditional
kind of parental participation which
primarily involves social activities

More parents at the youngest level (19%)
than at the intermediate level (13%]) found it
very desirable to participate in planning
their child’s studies, but opinions of parents
of teenagers (15%) were in between and not
different from the other groups (x? (8,
N=2925)= 18,5, p=.018). There were relations
between student age and how desirable
parents found it to participate in internal
school evaluation (x? (8, N=2792)= 39,4,
p<.001) and in the assessment of their
child's academic performance (x? (8,
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N=2911)= 28,6, p<.001). Around 17% of par-
ents of teenagers said it was very desirable
to participate in school evaluation; 20% of
parents of students in 5th-7th grade, and
26% of parents at the youngest level agreed.
Participation in assessment was very desir-
able to 20% of parents at the youngest level
but 13-14% of parents of older students
agreed to that.

Correlations were also examined
between parents’ own education and their
opinions on parents’ participation in school
activities. In general, the trend was that par-
ents with more education favoured parental
involvement more than parents with less ed-
ucation. This applied to volunteer work in
the schools, 19% of parents with a university
degree find participation very desirable but
13% of parents with vocational education
and 10% of parents with primary education
agree (%% (12, N = 2659 = 40.6, p <.001). The
pattern was similar regarding parents
taking part in planning their child’s studies;



18% of parents with higher education felt it
very desirable but only 9% of parents with
primary education (x? (12, N = 2697 =57.4 p
<.001) agreed. Participation in curriculum
development was very desirable according
to 8% of parents with higher education, but
only 2% of parents with primary education
(%2(12, N=2664= 66,6 p<.001) agreed. Taking
part in internal school evaluation was very
desirable according to 24% of parents with
higher education, a significantly larger
group than the 17% of parents with voca-
tional education and 10% of parents with
primary education sharing that opinion (2
(12, N=2571= 89,0, p<.001).

Discussion and conclusions

This research reveals a split in opinions
between groups or even generations. The
majority of adults, parents and school staff,
favour the more traditional kind of parental
participation which primarily involves social
activities. However, teenagers have other
preferences and really show an interest in
relating parental participation to their
academic activities.

The strongest opinions appear in the
answers from school staff, as 98% found it
to be rather or very desirable to have
parents attend extracurricular activities
such as social events in school, and 85%
wanted parents to participate in organising
these activities. Parents were almost as
eager to contribute to social activities as
73% thought it was desirable to participate
in organising them. Just over half of the
students in 7th-10th grade found it desirable
to have parents attend social events or
extracurricular activities; however, the
opinions of the younger students might be
somewhat different.

This preference for parental partici-
pation in social activities over participation
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in academic activities raises questions
about how to interpret the fact that 99% of
the very same parents and school profes-
sionals considered parental support to be
rather or very important for the academic
achievement of children (Jonsdéttir and
Bjornsdottir 2012). Is it possible that the
adults believe that the home-school rela-
tionship is very important for achievement
and think it is best served by parental par-
ticipation in extracurricular activities and
social entertainment? Why do they hesitate
in speaking for parental participation in all
activities? This can be a question of time, or
rather of lack of time, as Marindsson (2002)
pointed out, because parents must spend
precious time on collaboration and it may be
helpful for the busy parents if schools do not
demand too much of them. This can also be
associated with the fact that 90% of the par-
ents were satisfied with their cooperation
with homeroom or supervisory teachers and
that related to their overall satisfaction with
the experience of school (Jénsdéttir and
Bj6rnsdottir 2012). Parents that are satisfied
may also feel little need for stepping out of
secure grounds and adding to their tradi-
tional social supporting role some new roles
more related to their child’s studies; and
teachers may also feel little need for open-
ing up their field of practice.

It is interesting that parents in this rese-
arch found participation in internal school
evaluation and voluntary work at school
preferable to participation in planning and
assessing students studies. Epstein’s (2011)
theory on overlapping spheres of influence
can be useful in interpreting this. My sug-
gestion is that parents may find it easier to
take part in activities concerning the school
as an institution in the community, than to
take steps towards the core of the school-
sphere, namely the activities that could
challenge teachers’ professional practices
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like planning and assessing a student’s
studies.

It is worth considering that genuine
home-school partnership is based on mu-
tual trust (Deslandes 2001). The findings
show that school staff was reluctant when
participation touched upon their expertise in
traditional academic activities. Teachers
were, however, more positive about having
parents participate in planning and assess-
ment than the parents were themselves.
Roughly half of the parent group and half of
the teacher group deemed cooperation on
assessing students’ studies to be desirable,
and also nearly half of the parent group
(48%) found participation in planning
students’ studies desirable along with 65%
of the school staff.

We can have different opinions about
whether these groups of adults with positive
attitudes are small or big enough; the
findings concern the delicate relations
between parents and school-staff. It brings
attention to research findings about the im-
portance of supporting parental participa-
tion in subtle ways, for example the school
staff being loving and encouraging to
parents (Jeynes 2011). Teachers that have
positive attitudes towards parental involve-
ment and encourage parents to become in-
volved in all types of school activities harvest
fewer disciplinary problems (Sigurgeirsson
and Kaldaléns 2006). These findings can
also serve as a reminder that someone has
to take the initiative to contact and colla-
borate and the traditional view is that
the school professionals have the respon-
sibility of igniting and facilitating coope-
ration between the home and the school
(Christiansen 2010, Epstein 2002, Epstein
2011, Nordahl 2007). That responsibility
must be acted upon but it is equally impor-
tant for school staff to bear in mind the
diversity of the families involved and that
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overt tutelage could be a two-edged sword
(Jeynes 2011).

Students view parental participation
differently than their parents and the school
staff. Eight out of ten students found it de-
sirable to have parents assisting them with
homework, 68% found that they wanted par-
ents to participate in assessments of their
academic achievement, and 63% want par-
ents to participate in planning their studies.
Itis clear that the teenagers find it most ap-
pealing to have parents participating in their
academic activities but just about half of the
student group finds it desirable to have par-
ents attending social events, and less than
one-third wants them to visit and participate
in lessons. The majority of students want
parents to assist them with their studies at
home and at school, and their answers re-
veal that they prefer parents to participate
when their studies are at stake, rather than
having them joining social events.

This preference can be interpreted in
many different ways. For example, students
may want parents to bring in additional
information when teachers are doing as-
sessments or making individualised plans;
they may also want parents to become
better informed about their academic
performance and the enacted curriculum in
school. It was somewhat surprising that
students” opinions were so positive towards
parental participation in school activities in
general, as it is quite common to blame
ceasing parental participation on students’
dwindling interests or even on their pre-
sumed opposition against it. Predefined
views of that kind bring attention to the need
for research to focus on teenagers within
the critical analytical research perspective
in the field (Dannesboe et al. 2012).

Teachers” interest in home-school
cooperation seemed to wane the older the
students were, just like parents’ interest



seemed to wane as their children grew
older; these findings confirm a general no-
tion in the literature (Desforges and
Abouchaar 2003, Epstein 2007, Nordahl
2007). Jénsdéttir and Bjérnsdottir (2012)
concluded that the changes in home-school
relationships - less contact but more focus
on learning - were not necessarily negative,
except for teenagers that need more sup-
port. Students’ priority for parental partici-
pation in the academic portion of their
school life can therefore also be interpreted
as a sensible support of the adults strength-
ening their focus on learning.

The established forms of cooperation
between home and school leave little space
for students’ perspectives but it is important
for teenagers developing their own identity
to find ways to deal with parent-teacher co-
operation (Kryger 2012). In this research,
the students’ interest in parent involvement
decreased the older they were; the girls
were more enthusiastic than the boys about
parental participation, and those with more
confidence in their learning abilities were
more enthusiastic than those who felt infe-
rior in their studies. This emphasizes the di-
versity in the student group. Therefore,
ceasing parents’ participation can also be
interpreted as a positive sign of respect for
teenagers’ need to emancipate and develop
as individuals.

A comprehensive approach to family
involvement goes beyond linking children’s
home and classroom learning experiences
and Epstein’'s family-school-community
partnership model best reflects the relati-
ons between the three spheres embracing a
school child (Coleman 2013). When the find-
ings presented here are compared to the
model, it's apparent that Epstein’s six keys
or types of involvement are all in use in Ice-
landic schools. A follow up could be to use
the model's practical advice on how to
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enhance cooperation in each of the six types
of partnership. The model is of a practical
nature with overt aims and strategies and
can be criticised for rigid structures (Jeynes
2011). Epstein and colleagues would not
agree with that; on the contrary, they em-
phasize that the model is responsive to the
needs and interests of all families (Epstein
2011, Epstein et al. 2002).

Findings in this paper show, for exam-
ple, diversity in the student group, changes
in opinions related to the age of the stu-
dents, and that parents with more education
favoured parental involvement more than
parents with less education. Sociological
perspectives bring in factors that affect
parental involvement, such as gender, class
and ethnicity, and show how these are
related to child-rearing practices, views on
academic performance and home-school
relations (Dannesboe et al. 2012). They
make a valuable contribution to research
and practice using Epstein’s partnership
model.

In conclusion, the findings show that
parental participation in school activities is
highly desirable; nevertheless teachers and
parents have to make an effort to sustain
their interest in participation throughout
students’ adolescent years. Collaboration
relates to students’ academic performance,
it is therefore important to empower parents
and strengthen trust between them and
school professionals. Epstein’s model can
be useful in evaluating and cultivating
parental involvement in schools. However,
analytical critical perspectives have to be
brought into the discussion as well as they
emphasise the necessity of understanding
diversity and the unique circumstances in
every school, community, parent group and
class or student group.



Barn 31(4)

Acknowledgements

| want to thank dr. Amalia Bjornsdottir for her valuable contribution to statistical analysis.

The Icelandic Research Fund, the University of Iceland Research Fund, the University of Akureyri
Research Fund, the Icelandic Student Innovation Fund, and the Icelandic Directorate of Labour are
thanked for their funding.

Notes

' Parental involvement in schools is one of six strands in a larger research project called “Teaching and
Learning in Icelandic Schools”, which deals with teaching and learning in 20 compulsory schools for
age levels 6 to 15. The project’s aim is to contribute to the body of knowledge on teaching and learning
with a special emphasis on the development towards individualized and cooperative learning. The aim
of parental involvement in schools is to explore the role of parents in their children’s learning and the
relationship between schools and their communities (Bjérnsdéttir and Jonsdéttir 2010, Sigurdardéttir
and Hjartarson 2011, Teaching and Learning in Icelandic Schools).
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Schools in Iceland
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Students’ voices in research on parental involvement in schools are rather weak since many
studies report only on opinions of parents and school personnel. This paper draws on findings
from a study in 14 compulsory schools and uses data from questionnaires from students in 7" to
10" grade (n=1821). The issue, students’ wishes for parents’ participation, is approached from a
systemic perspective; Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, Epstein’s model of family-
school-community partnership, and Pasi Sahlberg’s Nordic point of view are applied. Multiple
regression analysis testing revealed that gender, grade, and student confidence in his or her
learning ability explained 9.4% of the variance (R?) in students’ wishes. School experiences
were added in a second model and explained an additional 8.8% of the variance (R? change).
Believing that parents’ support is important for achievement and believing that discipline and
peaceful class environment affects achievement were the two variables added in the third model
of the regression analysis, and the overall explanation of the model was raised to 27.6% (R?).
Implications are that home-school cooperation on a lower-secondary level should focus more on
activities related to the academic side of school life. Also, schools should take action in
bettering the quality of factors related to students’ school experience since that could result in an
increase in students’ interest for parental participation, which in turn contributes positively to
academic achievement.

Keywords: Parental involvement, students’
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory

opinions, parent participation, teenagers,

Introduction

The vast majority of the teenagers who
participated in a study in compulsory schools in
Iceland wanted their parents to be involved in
their education (Jonsdéttir, 2013; Jénsdottir &
Bjornsdottir, 2014; Oskarsdéttir et al., 2014b). It
is as if they knew that parents’ participation could

have a significant, positive effect on their
achievement and well-being at school (Baeck,
2005; Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Hattie,

2009; Jeynes, 2011).

The Nordic countries all have long traditions of
home-school cooperation. The features of the
cooperation are described, at least officially, in a
similar way in these countries, and the importance
is unquestioned. Practices are also surprisingly
similar from one school to another and from early

Correspondence concerning this article should be
addressed to  Kristin  Jonsdottir,  e-mail:
kjons@hi.is
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childhood to graduation, no matter what kind of
ideology or school policy is prevalent
(Christiansen, 2010; Dannesboe, Kryger, Palludan,
& Ravn, 2012). The exception in this pattern is
that parents often cease participation in their
children’s lives as students grow older and the
children become teenagers (Epstein, 2007;
Nordahl, 2007). That change could affect
teenagers’ lives in many different and sometimes
unfortunate ways. Yet this cessation of
participation could also be a sign of sound
relationships as it is especially important for
teenagers, developing their own identity and
autonomy, to find their own way to deal with
parent-teacher cooperation (Kryger, 2012).

This paper focuses on teenagers’ opinions
about parental participation in school and how
they differ according to personal traits, such as
age and gender and factors related to their school
experiences. The latter aspects, those relating to
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school experiences, include questions about
interest in academic activities, teenagers’ views on
teaching quality, student-teacher relations, and
how important the teenagers believed parents’
support to be for their learning outcomes and
achievement. The topic will be approached from a
systemic perspective, using Urie Bronfenbrenners’
ecological system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979;
Coleman, 2013; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler,
1997) and Joyce Levy Epstein’s model of family-
school-community partnership (Epstein, J. L.
2001, 2007; Epstein, J. L., Sanders, Mavis, G.,
2000; Epstein, J. L., Sanders, Salinas, Jansorn, &
Van Voorhis, 2002). The findings will also be
discussed from a Nordic point of view, as
described by Pasi Sahlberg (2011, 2014, 2015),
emphasising quality and equity as the strengths of
the educational systems in the Nordic countries.

Home-School Cooperation in Nordic
Countries

Home-school cooperation has developed in a
rather similar direction in all the Nordic countries.
Legislation and policy documents emphasise its
importance, and steps have been taken in recent
years to allocate parents a more significant
position in schools (Baeck, 2009; Jonsdéttir &
Bjornsdottir, 2012; Kristofferson, 2009; Risku,
Bjork, & Browne-Ferrigno, 2012). Political
campaigns have emerged to strengthen the home-
school relationship, for example in Denmark, and
Dannesboe et al. (2012) explained that these are
grounded on the rhetoric that home-school
cooperation is always in the child’s best interest -
the more the better.

The features of the cooperation are described
very similarly in the other Nordic countries: one or
two home-school conferences per year, where
parents and teachers - and most often the
students - discuss matters deemed relevant.
Added to this communication is information
exchange through systems on the Internet, via
emails or letters, and various social events. Even
if the “more the better” rhetoric is prevalent, a
Norwegian study brought forth that the direct
contact between teachers and the majority of
parents is limited to participation in one common
parent meeting and in one parent-teacher
conference for 30 minutes per semester (Nordahl,
2007). And parents’ social and cultural capital
affects their view on participation and readiness to
cooperate with schools (Baeck, 2005, 2009;
Palludan, 2012). Findings in an ethnographic study
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in Denmark (Palludan, 2012) showed that parents
tend to adapt to the social and cultural
organization of home-school relations without
questioning it or without trying to influence it. The
adaption was easier for couples than for single
parents and easier for parents living in a middle
class neighbourhood than for those living
elsewhere.

In a preceding study, I focused on the
organization of home-school relationships and the
communication between parents and teachers,
and it revealed that parental participation is
limited and rather similar to that in the other
Nordic countries as described above and that the
largest share of the time supervisory teachers
spend on communicating with parents is about
issues concerning a few individual students
(Jénsdottir, 2013; Jonsdoéttir & Bjornsdottir, 2012,
2014).*

Findings also showed that the majority of both
parents and school staff favoured the more
traditional kind of parental participation, which
primarily involves social activities (Jonsdottir,
2013). Generally, the more educated parents
favoured parental involvement more than the less
educated, implying the importance of social class
(Palludan, 2012). However, teenagers have other
preferences from the adults and really showed
more interest in relating parental participation to
their academic activities (Jonsdottir, 2013). A key
concept here is parents’ participation, that is,
parents come to school to attend some social
events or take part in other school activities such
as planning and assessment. Parents can also
participate in students’ education outside of

! The study Parental involvement in compulsory
schools in Iceland is founded on one of six strands
in a larger research project called Teaching and
Learning in Icelandic Schools, which deals with
teaching and learning in 20 compulsory schools for
age levels 6 to 15. The research project’s aim is to
contribute to the body of knowledge on teaching
and learning, with a special emphasis on the
development towards individualized and
cooperative learning (Teaching and Learning in
Icelandic Schools; Oskarsdottir et al., 2014b). The
overall aim of this study on parenta/ involvement
is to explore how parental involvement contributes
to student s education in compulsory schools. The
main questions concern the organisation of home-
school relationships; what parents, students, and
school personnel find to be a desirable parent

articipation; and if home-school relations should
e organlsed somewhat differently on a lower-
secondary school level than on the younger levels
in compulsory school (Bjornsdéttir & Jonsdottir,
%8%25 2014; Jonsdéttir” & Bjornsdottir, 2012
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school, for example by assisting their children with
homework and in policymaking and management
(Gudmundsson, 2003; Kristofferson, 2009).
Therefore parents’ participation can refer to a
rather inactive role as passive attendants at social
events but also to an active participation and
shared responsibility of pedagogical decisions
regarding their child.

Students’ Role and Placement within the
(School) System

Relationships between compulsory schools and
their communities are growing in the 215t century
(Hargreaves, 2000). Parenting is not restricted to
the family anymore and contemporary families
often work in cooperation with a variety of
childcare and family professionals, such as
daycare and healthcare staff and teachers (Book &
Perdla-Littunen, 2014). The ecological systems
theory describes how an individual’s development
is affected by his social relationships and the world
around him (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The theory
identifies four environmental systems with which
an individual interacts, the microsystem, the
mesosystem, the exosystem, and the
macrosystem; see Figure 1 (Hchokr, 2012).

MACROSYSTEM
Attitudes and ideologies of the
culture

EXOSYSTEM

MESOSYSTEM

MICROSYSTEM

Family

Health services

Local politics

Bronfenbrenner’s

Figure 1
systems theory

ecological

Children live and mature in many
microsystems, such as at home and in school, and
these systems are connected in the mesosystem,
for example by mails and meetings. The
mesosystem in turn is a part of the exosystem,
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which includes systems of institutions, such as the
social system and the school system in a
community. Individuals are affected by the
exosystems; for example, students are affected by
the school system, but they have no direct
influence on it themselves. Finally all these
systems are surrounded by the macrosystem of
culture, traditions, customs, rights, and duties in a
society. In later versions, Bronfenbrenner added
the chronosystem to his model to acknowledge
that, like physical ecologies, human ecologies
change over time (built on Coleman, 2013;
Martines-Gonzéles, 2001; Oskarsdéttir, 2012).

The family-school-community partnership
model by Joyce Levy Epstein and colleagues
(2002) has been widely used to explain the
relationship between three "overlapping spheres
of influence", the family, the school, and the
community, which have to work together to
support children’s development and education
(Coleman, 2013; Epstein, 2011). The model is a
framework for schools to keep parents engaged in
home-school cooperation regarding their
teenagers as well as their younger children
(Epstein, 2001, 2007; Epstein, & Sanders, Mavis
G., 2000; Epstein et al., 2002). Sanders (2007)
claims that adding community to the family-school
partnership adds resources and support that are
needed for students’ academic success and
networks that can respond to students at risk.
When middle schools and high schools implement
partnership programs, more students benefit than
just those whose families become involved, says
Epstein (2011) since several studies confirm “that
when families are involved, more students earn
higher grades in English and math, improve their
reading and writing skills, complete more course
credits, set higher aspirations, have better
attendance, come to class more prepared to learn,
and have fewer behavioral problems” (Epstein,
2007, p. 18).

In this study, the student in a compulsory
school is the individual at the centre of the
Bronfenbrenner model. The systems interact and
affect each other and the student’s development
and education. Epstein’s framework has proved to
be efficient in strengthening home-school relations
and the theory of the overlapping spheres is
useful when interpreting findings regarding
students’ wishes about parental involvement. But
even though Epstein (2001) refers to the
ecological systems theory, the individual student
is neither very visible nor described as an actor in
home-school relationships. Therefore
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Bronfenbrenner’s theory is necessary as an
analytical tool that sharpens up the student’s role
and central placement when exploring the home-
school relations from a systemic perspective.

Equity and Teenagers Need for Space

Pasi Sahlberg (2014) has described the
emphasis on equity and quality in educational
systems and has suggested that it could be called
the Nordic point of view, since the Nordic
countries in general have emphasized these
values. The improvement of education systems is
now a global phenomenon, and the sixth element
of GERM - the Global educational reform
movement - is the increased external control of
school, says Sahlberg (2011). He warns that
inequalities in Finnish society and in its education
system are increasing and says that the challenge
for Finland is “not just to try to maintain high
student performance but to strive to keep the
country an equal society and hold onto its leading
position as the most equitable education system in
the world" (Sahlberg, 2015, p. 195). This is an
important reminder, since family-school-
community cooperation isn’t just to serve these
institutions of society and their goals, but to
empower every student and uphold his or her
rights to mature and to respect each student’s
families’ choices and preferences. Equity and
diversity within a teenage student group can be
discussed from different perspectives, such as
achievement, identity or self-perception, and
social class and social capital as mentioned before.

The expectations for better academic
achievement are all around in modern societies,
and they put pressure on teenagers as well as
adults. John Hattie (2012) pointed out that it is
necessary to distinguish between factors in
achievement that can be changed and those that
cannot. Furthermore, it is important to distinguish
between factors that can be easily changed and
those that demand very complicated efforts. It is
well known that parental involvement has a
positive effect on achievement and well-being at
school (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Hattie,
2009), so it is a question of which aspects of
parental involvement could be easily changeable
factors.

Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) point out that
lessening parental involvement as the child gets
older is strongly influenced by the child taking an
active mediating role. A possible explanation for
the dwindling contact may be that teenagers
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simply need to distance themselves from adults,
parents, and teachers and need more space as
they mature. This cessation of participation could
be a sign of sound relationships as Kryger (2012)
has suggested in his research on ninth grade
students’ interpretation of the home-school
relationship. The study describes teenagers’
different positions as three different voices. The
first wvoice is the school adaptive voice of
teenagers that tries to live up to the expectations
the students have at home and at school. Second
is the youth cultural voice that wants to keep
home and school apart but also to have space to
create individual cultural scenes across the
microsystems. The third voice is the generational
voice of teenagers who are creating their identity
as independent individuals in relation to adults
and finding themselves with regard to their
relations between the adults, teachers, and
parents. The conclusion is that the established
forms of cooperation between home and school
leave very little space for students’ perspectives,
and teenagers have to find their own way to deal
with the parent-teacher cooperation because it is
a part of their maturation process (Kryger, 2012).
The aim of this paper is to lend a voice to the
teenage students and to discuss if family-school
cooperation should be organised somewhat
differently at the lower secondary school level
than at the younger school levels. The research
question set forth in this article is: What do
teenagers prefer in parents’ participation, and
how could their wishes affect the cooperation?

Data and Method

Data derives from a mixed method research
project Teaching and Learning in Icelandic Schools
(Oskarsdéttir, 2014). The participants were the
principals, teachers, and other school
professionals in 20 compulsory schools in Iceland
who accepted an invitation to take part in the
project. Also participants were the students and
the parents of the children attending these
schools. The sample is large; for example, the
students in those 20 schools comprised 17% of all
of the students in compulsory schools in Iceland
(Oskarsdéttir et al., 2014a).

Participants

Findings in this paper build on the
questionnaire to students in 7t to 10t grade in 14
schools; six of the 20 participating schools didn "t
have students in the lower-secondary level. The
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response rate for the students was 86%
(n=1821). Boys were 49.6% (n=904) and girls
49.8% (n=907). Students in 7t grade were
21.4% (n=389), in 8% grade 25.7% (n=468), in
9th grade 24.1% (n=438) and 10 graders were
28.2% (n=514). The response rate was high in
this research as the response rate for surveys
frequently falls below 50% (Saunders, 2011).

Materials

A questionnaire was developed for students
using guidelines on survey construction (Karlsson,
2003; boérsdéttir &  Jénsson, 2007). The
questionnaire included questions about learning
styles, students’ relations with the teachers, and
about what they preferred in parental participation
in school activities; a pretest of questionnaires
was conducted in a pilot study in one compulsory
school (Jonsdéttir & Bjornsdéttir, 2012).

Variables

Table 1 gives an overview of the variables used
in the data analysis. The outcome variable is
Teenagers’ wishes for parental participation. It is a
scale computed out of six questions into one
dependent or outcome variable. The questions are
about how desirable students find parents’
participation, such as assisting them with
homework and participating in assessment and
planning of student’s future studies, if parents
should be informed about curriculum and
student’s tasks, and how desirable it is to have
parents attend social events at school or
participate in lessons. A reliability analysis
revealed an internal consistency of a = 0.87.
The explanatory variables that are shown in Table
1 touch upon personal traits such as age and
gender, school experience, and upon students’
opinions on what affects achievement.

Table 1.
Overview of the variables used in regression analysis, n=1821
Categories Mean SD Min. Max.
Outcome variable: 1= very undesirgble, 2 = rather

undesirable, 3 = neither desirable nor

Teenagers’ wishes for  parental undesirable, 4 = rather desirable, 5 =
very desirable 371 0.87 1 5

Explanatory variables:

Respondent’s gender Girl=1,boy=0 0.50
1 = 7th, 2 = 8th, 3 = 9th, 4 = 10th

Respondent’s grade in compulsory school grade 2.60 111 1 4
1 = very poor, 2 = poor, 3 = neither
poor nor good, 4 = good, 5 = very

Confidence in one‘s own learning abilities good 3.88 0.90 1 5
1 = very poor, 2 = poor, 3 = neither
poor nor good, 4 = good, 5 = very

Teaching quality good 3.82 0.88 1 5
1 = very poor, 2 = poor, 3 = neither
poor nor good, 4 = good, 5 = very

Relations with teachers good 4.07 0.88 1 5
1= disagree strongly, 2 = disagree, 3
= moderate, 4 = agree, 5 = agree

Students’ appreciation of school activities strongly 3.04 0.99 1 5
1 = very little, 2 = little, 3 = neither

Discipline and  peaceful  class little nor much, 4 = much, 5 = very

influence students* learning outcomes much 4.05 0.94 1 5
1 = very little, 2 = little, 3 = neither

Parents® support influences little nor much, 4 = much, 5 = very

learning outcomes much 4.39 0.82 1 5
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Procedure

The online survey software QuestionPro was
used for data collection. The data was collected in
an on-site survey conducted by researchers who
visited the schools in November and December in

2010.
The data was analysed with SPSS 22.
Percentages and Spearman correlation were

computed, and Spearman was used to measure
the correlation between the variables on an
ordinal scale (Field, 2013). A multiple regression
analysis was performed to provide information on
the effect of the explanatory variables on the
outcome variable (Gujarati & Porter, 2009).

The regression analysis was done to test three
models in order to group together the strongest
explanatory variables belonging to the same
spheres: the personal, the school related, and the
sphere of opinions and values.

Model 1 contains the three personal variables;
gender a girl or a boy, grade from 7% to 10t, and
confidence in one’s own learning ability estimated
on a scale from 1-5, in which 1 stood for very poor
confidence and 5 for a very good confidence.

In model 2, three school experience variables
were added: teaching quality was estimated on a
scale in which 1 stood for very poor teaching and
5 for very good teaching. Relations with teachers
were estimated on a scale in which 1 meant very
poor relations and 5 meant very good relations.
The third variable measured students’ appreciation
of school activities by computing three statements
into one: I am interested in learning tasks, the

homework tasks are interesting, and I am having
fun at school. The scale is 1 - 5, where 1 stood for
disagree strongly and 5 for agree strongly. Thus,
in model 2, variables of school experience were
added to the personal traits in model 1.

In model 3, two variables with statements
about achievement or learning outcomes were
added to model 2. The first statement was about
the influence of discipline and peaceful class
environment on students’ learning outcomes,
measured on a scale 1 - 5, in which 1 stood for
very little and 5 for very much. The second
statement was if parents’ support influences
students learning outcomes, measured on the
same scale.

Results

Teenagers were positive towards parental
involvement in their education and parents’
participation in school-related activities (see Table
2). The teenagers were most eager to have
parents helping them with their homework;
around 84% of teenagers found help with
homework to be very or rather desirable. 73%
found it very or rather desirable to have parents
collaborate with teachers in assessing students’
work, and 67% thought positively about parents’
participation in planning. Almost 60% of the
students thought it would be positive if their
parents were informed about the school
curriculum and their learning tasks.

Table 2

Students’ evaluation of how desirable parents’ participation is in school-related activities, percentages,

n=1821

Veryundeirave Undesiraple (T CHE e ceabie

Variable % % % % %
Assist with homework 33 19 114 31.0 52.5
Assessment of student’s studies 4.2 39 18.9 343 38.7
Planning of student’s studies 4.6 57 22.7 36.2 30.8
Being informed about subjects and tasks 6.7 6.8 26.7 324 27.3
Attend extracurricular activities / social events 8.3 8.5 29.3 29.6 24.2
Visit school and participate in lessons 21.2 16.7 314 17.6 131
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These four questions, all related to student
academic activities, scored higher than the two
questions related to the social side of school. Just
over half of the teenage group, or 54%, found it
desirable to have parents attend extracurricular
activities or social events at school; the group that
found it neither desirable nor undesirable was
rather large, or 29%, and almost 17% of students
found it undesirable to have parents attend social
events. The students formed three rather equal
groups when asked if they wanted parents to visit
school and join lessons; around 38% said
undesirable; 31% said it does not matter; and
31% of the students said it was desirable to have
parents come for visits to school.

The correlations between the six questions in
Table 2 were positive and statistically significant.
The strongest relations were between answers on
participation in assessment and in the planning of
studies (rs (1586) = .65, p < .001), but the lowest
were between assistance with homework and
visits to school (rs (1608) = .31, p < .001).

According to the results of the multiple
regression analysis testing Model 1 (see Table 3),
personal traits that defined the student explained
around 9.4% of the variance (R?) in students’
wishes for parental participation. These personal
traits were gender, grade, and confidence in one s
own learning ability, and all three variables had
significant effect in this model (p < .001).

In model 2 (see Table 3), three variables
concerning students’ experience at school had
been added to the original model. They all had
positive effects, meaning that if students'
estimates rose on the quality of teaching and on
relations with teachers, they were also more
positive towards parents’ participation.
Furthermore, teenagers who were pleased to be in
school and took interest in their learning tasks and
homework, found parental participation more
desirable than students who reported poor contact
with their teachers or who found their tasks
boring. When these school experience variables
were added, the explanatory power of the model
increased to 18.2%, indicating that school
experience variables were responsible for an
additional 8.8% of the variance. One can say that
the share of teachers and teaching, in students’
opinions, on parental participation is almost as big
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as the share of the personal traits. Age and
gender were still significant factors in the second
model, which shows how important these factors
are for students’ opinions.

In model 3 (see Table 3), two variables
concerning students’ opinions on achievement or
learning outcomes were added to model 2. The
first one was about the influence of discipline and
peaceful class environment on students’ learning
outcomes, and the second one was if parents’
support influenced students’ learning outcomes.
The overall explanation of the model was raised to
27.6% (R?). There is no doubt that students
believing in the value of parents’ support for
learning outcomes made parents’ participation
desirable. This variable was the strongest one in
the regression analysis, with b value of 0.298. The
second strongest is the variable estimating
students’ appreciation of school activities (b value
0.162), and the third one was school grade (b
value -0.136), and it was significant as a single
variable in all three models.

To sum up what the multiple regression
analysis testing shows, we can say that school
grade proved to be an important factor for
students’ opinions and notably the only factor
with a negative b value, meaning that students’
wishes for parents’ participation diminished as
students grew older. Gender was not as
important as grade, but it was still a significant
one as a single variable in the second model when
variables of school experience had been added.
The remaining six variables in the regression
(estimating confidence in learning ability,
experience in school, and beliefs about effects on
achievement), all point in the same direction:
Students’ more positive opinions and experiences
in school went hand in hand with more positive
opinions towards parental participation.

It is important also to remember the answers
from teenagers who didn't share the positive
views of the majority. See Table 2. The
percentage of those who found parents’
participation very undesirable varies from 3.3 -
8.3% in five of the questions, but more than one
out of five students (21.2%) found it very
undesirable to have parents visiting school and
participating in lessons.
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Table 3

Regression analysis on the outcome variable: Teenagers’ wishes for parental participation (n=1821)

MODEL 1 b SE Sig.
(Constant) 3.269 121 <.001
Gender (girl = 1, boy = 0) 190 .044 <.001
Grade in school (1 = 7th, 2 = 8th, 3 = 9th, 4 = 10th grade) -.147 .020 <.001
Confidence in one‘s own learning ability .189 .026 <.001

Percentage of variance explained (R?) .094
MODEL 2 b SE Sig
(Constant) 2.508 .146 <0.001
Gender (girl = 1, boy = 0) .087 .043 0.044
Grade in school (1 = 7th, 2 = 8th, 3 = 9th, 4 = 10th grade) -.126 .019 <0.001
Confidence in one‘s own learning ability .051 .027 0.056
Teaching quality .053 .030 0.080
Relations with teachers .110 .030 <0.001
Students” appreciation of school activities .208 .027 <0.001

Percentage of variance explained (R?) .182

R? change .088

Sig. F change <0.001
MODEL 3 b SE Sig
(Constant) 1.421 .160 <0.001
Gender (girl = 1, boy = 0) .054 ,041 0.189
Grade in school (1 = 7th, 2 = 8th, 3 = 9th, 4 = 10th grade) -.136 .018 <0.001
Confidence in one‘s own learning ability .020 .025 0.429
Teaching quality .021 .029 0.460
Relation with teachers .069 .028 0.014
Students’ appreciation of school activities .162 .026 <0.001
Discipline and peace in class affect students* learning outcomes .090 .025 <0.001
Parents* support affects students learning outcomes .298 .028 <0.001

Percentage of variance explained (R?) 276

R? change .093

Sig. F change <0.001

Discussion and Conclusion

The study revealed that the majority of
students were positive towards parents’
participation in school-related activities. Students
found parents’ participation to be more desirable
in activities related to the academic side of school
life than to the social side, contradicting the
opinions of the majority of adults: both parents
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and school staff favoured the more traditional
kind of parental participation, which primarily
involves social activities (Jonsdoéttir, 2013).
This is one of the main findings of this study
and indicates the importance of bringing
students’ wishes forth in the debate on home-
school relationship, i.e., direct the focus onto
the student at the centre of the ecological
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system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and listen
to her or his opinions.

Findings also showed a strong correlation
between students’ answers about different kinds
of parental participation, so one can say that there
was a tendency for students to be either positive
or negative towards parents’ participation in all
types of activities. With reference to Epstein’s
family-school-community partnership model
(2011), one can say that teenagers were positive
towards the overlapping of the spheres, parents’
active participation in their school life and a fruitful
relationship between their family and their
teachers at school. Students also wanted parents
to be informed about school subjects and
students’ learning tasks. This desire implies that
the conventional flow of information from teachers
to parents through the communication systems on
the Internet does not cover what students think is
important for parents to know. The traditional
home-school relationship should thus be stretched
to include the community in the partnership, for
example, by teaching parents about the aims and
learning outcomes described in the national
curriculum and about the tasks that students work
on to achieve the required goals. This could be
done on a community basis and not restricted to
single schools.

Teaching quality, teacher-student relations,
and students’ appreciation of school activities are
the variables of school experience that were added
in Model 2 in the regression analysis. They
explained additionally almost as much of the
variability in teenagers’ wishes for parental
participation as the personal traits of Model 1 did.
These factors are within the school sphere,
referring to Epstein’s three overlapping spheres,
so schools have opportunity to influence and
change them. This influence implies that teachers
and school leaders should examine these students’
wishes for parental participation with a close
regard to the situation in their own school. It is
worth recalling that it is necessary to distinguish
between factors that can be changed and those
that cannot be changed and also between factors
that can be easily changed and those that demand
very complicated efforts (Hattie, 2012). Many
communities and school leaders have survey
information at hand (for  example in
"Skolapulsinn," 2015) that can be used to
measure their own students’ appreciation of school
activities. Based on that measurement, school
professionals could then take action in bettering
the school-related factors, if needed, since they
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are within their own sphere. The result would
most likely be that students appreciated the
school activities more than before, and there
would be an increase in students’ interest for
parental participation, both factors contributing

to better academic achievement (Epstein,
2007; Hattie, 2009).
Prior findings have shown that these

students find it more important for schools to
prioritise good achievement than the adults
do: Students put achievement in second place
on the priority list while parents put it in fifth
place and school staff in sixth place
(Bjornsdottir & Jénsddttir, 2014). Model 3 in
the regression analysis showed that teenagers
who believe that discipline and a peaceful class
environment contributes to good achievement
were more likely than those who did not
believe it to welcome parental participation in
school. This adds to the factors of school
experience that school professionals should
notice. Students’ belief that parents’ support is
important for academic achievement had the
biggest effect of all the variables on the
outcome variable: Teenagers wishes for
parental participation. No doubt, teenagers are
smart; they want all the help they can get
from both teachers and parents to get good
grades, for example to gain status or to be
able to choose the upper secondary school
they want to attend.

The expectations for better academic
achievement are all around us, and the
influence of GERM can be detected in the
Nordic countries. The emphasis on equity and
quality is prominent in the Nordic educational
systems, and Pasi Sahlberg (2015) advises us
to be careful not to sacrifice equity and quality
in the strife for high student performance.
According to the findings of this study,

students who reported positive school
experience and confidence in their own
learning ability were also more positive

towards parental involvement than those with
less self-confidence or more negative
experience in school. The size of the student
group that was negative towards parental
involvement is rather big; one out of every five
students said that parental visits to school and
lessons were very undesirable; they clearly
preferred to keep home and school apart. This
cynical student group needs attention and
encouragement, and teachers should reach out
to build up a relationship with their families
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also. These students will not experience quality
and gain equally from their school years as their
fellow classmates in achievement or well-being if
the attitudes comprising negative school
experience are neglected. Researchers report that
parents’ social class, social and cultural capital,
and parents’ education (Bzeck, 2005, 2009;
Jonsdottir, 2013; Palludan, 2012) affect their
opinions about parental involvement, and parents
opinions at home influence students’ opinions
(Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003). My conclusion
here is that teachers and school leaders should
note which parents do not participate in the
regular parent-teacher conferences and seldom
attend the traditional social events. If these are
parents of students who lack confidence in their
learning abilities and do poorly in school, the
school professionals should deliberately reach out
to those families, encourage them to participate,
and explain to them the value of cooperation.

It is important for teenagers’ maturation to
distance themselves from adults, and, therefore,
parents’ diminishing participation in school-related
activities could be a sign of sound relationships
(Kryger, 2012). Findings in this study bring in
another perspective. Since a lack of confidence in
one’s own learning ability and a less positive
school experience are related to students’ less
positive opinions about parental involvement, we
might find that a certain group of students is in
revolt against both parents’ and teachers’
influences. Furthermore, the effects of gender and
grade on teenagers’ wishes for parental
participation were clear in the regression analysis.
The girls favoured it more than the boys did. The
difference between grades was also highly
significant; the elder students were less likely than

the younger ones to wish for parents’
participation. It is tempting to interpret this in
line with Kryger’s findings about the different
paths teenagers choose when developing their
own identity and their need to find their own
way to deal with the parent-teacher
cooperation. Now referring back to the first
paragraph in this discussion, since students
find parents’ participation much more desirable
in activities related to the academic side of
school life than to the social side, a greater
emphasis on parental involvement in students’
academic activities should be favoured as the
students get older.

Some implications for research on parental
involvement and school practice have already
been mentioned. In summary, findings indicate
that the family-school cooperation should be
more responsive to diversity in the student
group and sensitive to students’ social
background. If students’ school experiences
are rather negative, it is necessary to reach
out to the families and the students, even if
they are reluctant towards cooperation. The
cooperation at the lower-secondary level
should focus more on learning outcomes and
school-related activities, including guidance for
parents in understanding the tasks and the
demands that their teenagers are dealing with.
A refresher course in the organisation of
home-school relationships should emphasise
respect for students’ wishes for cooperation
with their academic tasks, but should also be
clear that good relationships contribute to
student achievement and well-being at school.
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ABSTRACT

Parents’ experiences and satisfaction with their child’s compulsory school are affected by
several factors. Some, such as parents’ education and marital status, are social factors, while
others are school factors that local leaders and school personnel can address. Findings build
on data from an online questionnaire to parents in 20 compulsory schools in Iceland
(n = 2129). Factor analysis generated two factors: communication and teaching. These,
together with a question on parents’ overall satisfaction with the school, were used as
outcome variables in a regression analysis exploring what influences parents’ satisfaction
with the school. The majority of parents were satisfied, which may make it is easy to overlook
those who are dissatisfied. Parents who felt that their children had special needs that were
not acknowledged in school were more likely to be dissatisfied than other parents.
Educational background was also influential. Single mothers were overrepresented in the
group of unsatisfied parents; they experienced more difficulties in communicating with
school personnel, believed less in the possibility for parents to influence the school, and
more frequently experienced that their child’s need for special support was not met in school.
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The findings imply that equity in Icelandic schools is disputable.

Background

The topic for this article is parental involvement in
school in Iceland and the possible factors that influ-
ence parents’ satisfaction with school.

Schools are under pressure: International large-
scale assessments indicate that schools in most
Nordic countries are scoring lower than before, and
that schools have become more segregated in terms of
students’ academic results (Skolverket, 2009, 2012).
Reports from PISA 2012 show that the within-school
variations in student results in Iceland are amongst
the highest in the world, although the between-school
variations are very small (Halld6rsson, Olafsson, &
Bjornsson, 2013).

In response to pressure instigated by the high-
profile PISA results, as well as other social and eco-
nomic circumstances, compulsory school systems in
Nordic countries have been undergoing several struc-
tural changes in recent years (Osth, Andersson, &
Malmberg, 2013; Sahlberg, 2011, 2015). One aspect
focuses on an increased consumer orientation with
regards to the educational system. From the Finnish
context, Poikolainen and Silmiri-Salo (2015) pointed
out that global education policy has brought national
education closer to the consumer to whom the edu-
cational goods should be available. With reference to
the Norwegian context, Baeck (2009) pointed out that

parents have been allocated a more significant posi-
tion in schools, both in regard to decision making
and as partners in their children’s learning processes,
at least in the formal sense. However, Sahlberg (2011,
2014) noted that the ideology of open market-based
education has expanded parental choice and school
autonomy, but has also introduced stronger measures
of control over schools. Sahlberg claimed that the
sixth element of the global educational reform move-
ment (GERM) was indeed the increased control of
schools. The influence of GERM is also visible in
Iceland; for example, in the most recent White
paper on  educational reform (Mennta- og
menningarmélaraduneytid, 2014), where measures
and measurable goals for improving schools are
described. It is also visible in the yearly plans set
forth by school authorities, for example in
Reykjavik, where myriad indicators for evaluating
school practices are defined (Reykjavikurborg,
2015). At the same time, however, equity and quality
are emphasized as important values in the Icelandic
educational system. Among other things, this study
focuses on how the ideal of equity in education is
being challenged through practices connected to par-
ent and school relationships.

Cultural pressure on parents to act in the best
interest of their children is stronger in present-day
societies than it was in the previous century, as
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shown by Book & Perild-Littunen (2015) in their
study of Finnish parents’ views on responsibility in
home-school relations. They found that active par-
ental involvement in school life was seen as a key to
children’s success. Ultimately, this means that
rather than being accepted as they are, children
have become the target of all kinds of educative
efforts. It is important to remember, however, that
success in school is not only about academic
achievement. Well-being, social relations, maturity
and personal development should also be central
success criteria. An Icelandic study showed that
parents and school professionals consider these fac-
tors to be more important than academic achieve-
ment (Bjornsdottir & Jonsdottir, 2014). Yet, the
expectations for better academic achievement are
pervasive in modern societies and put pressure on
all parties, including students, teachers and school
administrators — and increasingly also on parents.

It is a common belief that parents contribute best
to their children’s success in compulsory school by
participating in school-related activities, and this has
been repeatedly supported in international research
literature (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Hattie,
2009, 2012; Jeynes, 2005, 2011a). However, this tradi-
tional image of what good home-school cooperation
should entail has been criticized. For example, Jeynes
(2005, 2011a) concluded that the most powerful
aspects of parental involvement are often subtle,
such as maintaining high expectations in children,
communicating with them about school, and parental
style. Interestingly, Jeynes claimed that an increasing
body of research has suggested that the key qualities
for fostering parental involvement in schools may
also be subtle: ‘Whether teachers, principals, and
school staff are loving, encouraging, and supportive
to parents may be more important than the specific
guidelines and tutelage they offer to parents’ (Jeynes
2011b, p. 10).

The relationship between home and school can
sometimes be challenging, as reported in a number
of studies. Boéok and Perili-Littunen (2015)
described discourses where teachers and parents
were seen as polar opposites: teachers as experts
and parents as laymen. Beaeck (2009, 2010) described
the relationship between home and school as some-
times a distanced one. Similarly, Beck (2013) and
Jénsdoéttir and Bjornsdottir (2012) described the
relationship between teachers and parents as occa-
sionally stressful. Furthermore, teachers” opinions of
parents are often ambivalent; parents are either a
support or a barrier to successful teaching
(Rasmussen, 2004). As pointed out by Beeck
(2009), failing to include parents in important deci-
sions in school may indicate that they are not
respected as equal partners. It is important to note
that it can be a barrier to parental involvement if

teachers do not recognize the social and cultural
preconditions that affect participation, and respect
the differences in the parent group.

From the Icelandic context, research has shown
that parents and school professionals agree that
working together is essential for children’s education
and academic achievement in school (Jénsdottir &
Bjornsdottir, 2012). That does not mean, however,
that parental support in education is unproblematic,
or even that all parents have the same expectations
when it comes to their role in education. Parents
should therefore not be viewed as a homogenous
group (Baeck, 2009), and school culture, and parents’
characteristics such as social status, gender, educa-
tional level and cultural values, have a great impact
on the rationale and practice of parental involvement
(Baeck, 2010; Pepe & Addimando, 2014). Formal
education plays a part in whether and how parents
cooperate with school. According to a Norwegian
study, parents in lower-secondary schools with more
formal education are more likely to take part in
home-school cooperation compared to those with
less education (Baeck, 2009). These parents are also
often more likely to acknowledge that parental sup-
port is important in education. Findings from an
Icelandic study have shown that parents prefer to
participate in social activities, rather than, for exam-
ple, school evaluations or planning students’ studies,
and also that more educated parents favour parental
involvement more compared to parents with less
education  (Jonsdéttir,  2013;  Jonsdéttir &
Bjornsdottir, 2014). The expectations of schools
regarding parental involvement are more likely to
match the values, capacities and involvement styles
of middle-class parents than those of working-class
parents (Baeck, 2005). Lareau (2000) showed that
working-class parents are often intimidated by the
teachers’ professional authority. Parents’ status in
society also has an effect: parents of high socio-eco-
nomic standing are more likely to appreciate the
importance of a good education in terms of living a
successful adult life (Jeynes, 2011a). Parents with
more capital and capacity, and who had their own
success in school and highly value education, tend to
be better able to tackle home-school relationships
(Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003). As pointed out by
Desforges and Abouchaar (2003), the impact of such
socio-economic factors can be counteracted by
schools and parents through parental involvement
in the form of ‘at-home good parenting’. This has
proven to have a significant positive effect on chil-
dren’s achievement and adjustment, even after all
other factors shaping attainment have been removed
from the equation.

This study explored how parents experienced the
relationship with schools, and the way that the pre-
viously described background factors affected these



relationships. The following research questions were
explored:
(1) How do parents experience different aspects of
their relationship with school?
(2) Which factors influence parents’ experiences
and satisfaction with school?
(3) To what extent is equity a significant quality
characterizing home-school relationships in
Iceland?

Method

The data was derived from a mixed-methods research
project called Teaching and Learning in Icelandic
Schools (Oskarsdéttir, 2014). The strand of parental
involvement within the larger project was concerned
with providing an overview of what characterizes a
home-school relationship in Icelandic schools, and
discovering what parents, school personnel, and teen-
age students find desirable in parental participation
(Jénsdottir, 2013, 2015; Jonsdottir & Bjornsdottir,
2012, 2014). The main focus of this study was to
illuminate the factors influencing parents’ experiences
with school.

Participants

Participants were parents of students in 20 compul-
sory schools. With a sample size of 3481, this com-
prised parents of 17% of all students in compulsory
schools in Iceland (Oskarsdottir et al, 2014). The
response rate was 67%, but some participants did
not answer the whole questionnaire or skipped
some questions. Parents were asked to respond to
the questionnaire according to the child that was
mentioned in an e-mail invitation, but they were
also given the option to write comments concerning
the experiences of other children they had in com-
pulsory schools.

Table 1. Characteristics of participants.
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For the analysis, only participants who answered
all the questions used in the factor analysis were
included, which provided a sample size of 2129
(61.2% of the original sample). A comparison of this
group with the original sample showed no significant
differences when it comes to the following variables:
child’s gender (X2 (1, n = 3481) = 0.04, p = .834),
whether the child lived in a single-mother’s house-
hold or not (x* (1, n = 2878) = 3.00, p = .083),
parents’ educational level ()(2 (3, n = 2837) = 1.55,
p = .670), whether the child had special needs or not
(x* (1, n = 3309) = 1.65, p = .199), to what degree the
child’s special needs were met by extra support (x° (1,
n = 3161) = 0.39, p = .530), and bullying (x* (6,
n = 3099) = 5.76, p = 454).

A significant difference was found between the two
samples in four variables: the child’s grade level,
parents’ general satisfaction with school, parents’ par-
ticipation in social events in school, and parents’
assessment of their influence on school decisions.
Parents of children scoring at the middle level (grades
5-7) were slightly overrepresented in the new sample.
Regarding general satisfaction with school, parents
that were either happy or unhappy were better repre-
sented than those who were neither happy nor
unhappy with school. Parents who participated in
social events were overrepresented (X2 (6,
n = 3186) = 66.38, p < .001), as were parents who
reported that they experienced being able to influence
school decisions and vision (£(2976) = 3.94, p < .001).
All in all, the new sample gave a slight overrepresen-
tation of the more involved parents, which should
come as no surprise considering that only those par-
ents who completed all the questions in the analysis
were included as part of the sample.

Characteristics of the participants are shown in
Table 1. The great majority (72.1%) of respondents
were mothers. Parents were invited to respond to the
questionnaire together, and that opportunity was
used by 5.6%. The participants noted that 73% of

n %
All participants 2129
Who answered the survey (n = 2099)
Mother 1514 721
Father 468 223
Mother and father together 117 5.6
With whom the child lives, generally during schooldays (n = 2098)
Both parents 1532 73
Single mother 278 133
Single father 12 0.6
Mother and stepfather 183 8.7
Father and stepmother 18 09
Equally at mother’s and father’s households 74 35
Other 1 0.0
Participants’ highest educational levels (n = 2077)
Compulsory school 162 7.8
Vocational education 357 17.2
Upper-secondary school 256 123
University education 1302 62.7
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the children lived with both parents during school-
days, while 13.3% lived in single-mother households.

The participants’ answers about their education
were recoded into four groups of respondents’ high-
est educational levels, as shown in Table 1. The
majority (62.7%) of participants had completed edu-
cation at the university level, but parents that had
only completed compulsory school accounted
for 7.8%.

Materials

The questionnaire was developed for parents in 20
compulsory schools in Iceland using guidelines on
survey construction (Karlsson, 2003; Poérsdottir &
Jénsson, 2007). The questionnaire included questions
about parents’ opinions on teaching, communication,
and cooperation with school staff; students’ well-
being and need for support; parents’ general satisfac-
tion with school and their ideas about desirable par-
ent participation.  Questions about parents’
background were, for example, about education and
family structure. The questionnaire was tested in a
pilot study in one compulsory school (Jonsdottir &
Bjornsdéttir, 2012).

Variables

Three different outcome variables related to different
aspects of parents’ satisfaction with their child’s
school were used in the analysis. Table 2 shows an
overview of all variables used in the analysis. Two of
the outcome variables were generated through a
factor analysis of the answers given to a battery of
survey questions concerning parents’ experiences.
Similar to Beeck (2009), factor analysis was used
for data reduction purposes, meaning that a small
number of factors were identified to explain as
much of the observed variance as possible. Two
factors, communication and teaching, presented dif-
ferent aspects of parents’ opinions by exploring their
answers to five questions, explaining 72% of the
variability in the scores. The factor teaching con-
sisted of two variables that measured how parents
evaluated the quality of teaching and assessment
their child was receiving at school. The factor com-
munication consisted of three variables measuring
the ease of parents’ communication with supervisory
teachers, other teachers and school leaders. Oblique
factor rotation was used because it is unlikely that
the two factors were unrelated, which is a prerequi-
site for using orthogonal rotation (Field, 2013). The
third outcome variable was a response to a direct
question to the parent group about their general
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their child’s
school.

Procedure

The online survey software Question Pro was used
for data collection. The data was collected in the
spring of 2011, and parents were sent invitations to
participate via e-mail.

The data was analysed with SPSS 24. A multiple
regression analysis was performed to provide infor-
mation on the effect of the explanatory variables on
the outcome variables (Gujarati & Porter, 2009).

The regression analysis on parents’ satisfaction
with school was performed on the two outcome vari-
ables produced by the factor analysis, teaching and
communication, and on the question about parents’
satisfaction with school. There was no indication of
collinearity, with the highest variance inflation fac-
tor = 1.093, and tolerance was above .9 for all vari-
ables. The variables were deemed suitable for
regression following guidelines in Field (2013).

Three regression models were tested for each of
the outcome variables. Model 1 included four vari-
ables regarding student background: gender, grade in
school, whether the child lived in a single-mother
household and whether the parent answering the
survey had only basic education. In Model 2, two
variables about parents’ experience were added:
whether the parents participated in social activities
at school and whether they felt that they had any
influence on school decisions and the school’s vision
of the future. In Model 3, two variables regarding the
child’s needs and well-being were added: whether the
child complained about bullying at school and
whether the child received sufficient support at
school if parents said that special support was
necessary.

Factors that influence parents’ opinions

At first glance, the data portrayed parents as a rather
homogenous group who were in a happy relation-
ship, and satisfied, with the schools their children
attended (see Figure 1). About 52% of parents
reported that they were totally or very satisfied with
the school; 35% were rather satisfied and 7% were
unsatisfied.

As previously mentioned, the factor analysis
brought forth two factors, teaching and communica-
tion, which showed different aspects of parents’
contentedness with school. Variables predicting
these factors, as well as the general satisfaction,
indicated differences amongst parents and their opi-
nions in several ways. Parents’ marital status and
education explained some of the variability in par-
ents’ opinions. Being active in attending school
events and having an opportunity to influence the
school were also important. More influential,
though, were variables concerning the children,



Table 2. Overview of variables used in the analysis (n = 2129).
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Categories Mean SD  Min. Max.
Outcome variables
Satisfaction: Parents’ satisfaction with their child’s school (one question) 1 = totally dissatisfied 539 1.09 1 7
2 = very dissatisfied
3 = rather dissatisfied
4 = neutral
5 = rather satisfied
6 = very satisfied
7 = totally satisfied
Communication: How easy or difficult it is for parents to communicate  Score from factor analysis 0.00 1.00 —-426 1.21
with supervisory teachers, other teachers or school leaders
Teaching: How parents evaluate the quality of teaching and assessment Score from factor analysis 0.00 1.00 -4.15 1.69
their child is receiving at school (a factor of two questions computed)
Explanatory variables
Child’s grade level in school 1 = 1st — 4th grade 195 082 1 3
2 = 5th - 7th grade
3 = 8th — 10th grade
Child’s gender 0 = boy 049 0.50
1 =girl
Single-mother household 0 = not a single mother 013 034 0 1
1 = single mother
Basic education 0 = more than basic education 008 027 0 1
1 = basic education
Parents’ participation in social activities in school 1 = totally disagree 480 145 1 7
2 = very much disagree
3 = rather disagree
4 = neutral
5 = rather agree
6 = very much agree
7 = totally agree
Influence in school decisions and vision (average of two questions) 1 = totally disagree 400 133 1 7
2 = very much disagree
3 = rather disagree
4 = neutral
5 = rather agree
6 = very much agree
7 = totally agree
Child complains about bullying in school 1 = often every day, 643 1.04 1 7
2 = almost every day,
3 = 2-4 times a week,
4 = once a week,
5 = 2-3 times a month,
6 = seldom, 7 = never
Getting support because of special needs or not needing it 1 = not getting support 015 035 O 1

such as grade level in school (age), complaints of
bullying, and inadequate support because of special
needs. As shown in Table 3, multiple regression
models were used to examine how these variables
influenced the three outcome variables of satisfac-
tion, teaching and communication.

The results in Table 3 show that the same variables
predicted parents’ general satisfaction with school
and their opinions of the quality of teaching and
assessment, while the variables that predicted ease of
communication were somewhat different.

Three background variables were significant pre-
dictors in Model 1 when looking at parents’ satisfac-
tion and quality of teaching. When their children
became older, parents grew less satisfied with the
school, with parents of boys less content than parents
of girls, and single mothers less satisfied than other
parents. These variables explained a small but signifi-
cant part of the variability in general satisfaction
(1.7%) and quality of teaching (2.3%).

When two variables concerning parents’ experi-
ence were added to create Model 2, the three previous

variables still made a significant contribution to the
regression model. Frequent participation in social
events and activities at school had no significant
effect on parents’ general satisfaction, or on how
they evaluated the quality of teaching. On the other
hand, the feeling of having an influence on the
school’s decisions and future vision predicted par-
ents’ general satisfaction. Model 2 explained 11% of
the variability in parents’ answers about general satis-
faction. The variables in Model 2 had a similar but
stronger explanatory power on parents’ opinions of
the quality of teaching (Rzadj 12.6%).

Two additional variables concerning the child’s well-
being and support were added for Model 3, increasing
the R* and adding 10.3% to the explanatory power of
the regression model of parents’ satisfaction with
school. The two new variables also influenced the con-
tribution of the variables in previous models. In Model
3, it remained significant that parents were less satisfied
with school when their child became older, but the
child’s gender and living in a single-mother household
were no longer significant. Parents’ education levels
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Table 3. Regression analysis on scores of outcome variables.

Parents’ satisfaction with their
child’s school in general

Parents’ opinion of the quality
of teaching and assessment

Parents’ opinion on how easy
it is to communicate with
school personnel

b SE B Sig.

b SE B Sig.

b SE B Sig

Model 1
Constant

Grade level (age)
Child’s gender
Single mother
Basic education

5.561 0.072 <.001 0.218 0.066 .001 —-0.031 0.066 638
—-0.121 0.032 -0.090 <.001 -0.151 0.029 -0.122 <.001T -0.004 0.029 -0.003 .903
0.164 0.052 0.076 .001 0.162 0.047 0.081 .001 0.102 0.048 0.051 .033

—-0.220 0.078 -0.067 .005
0.130 0.099 0.031 .192

—-0.157 0.071 -0.052 .027
0.164 0.091 0.042 .073

—0.247 0.071 -0.083 .001
0.095 0.092 0.025 .303

Percentage of variance explained (adj. R?) 0.017 0.023 0.007

Model 2

Constant 4.583 0.131 <.001 -0.823 0.119 <.001 -1.237 0.120 <.001
Grade level (age) -0.107 0.030 -0.079 <.001 -0.132 0.028 -0.107 <.001 0.021 0.028 0.017 .449
Child's gender 0.125 0.049 0.057 .011 0.123 0.045 0.061 .006 0.061 0.045 0.030 .178
Single mother —-0.211 0.074 -0.065 .004 —0.141 0.067 —0.047 .036 —0.223 0.068 —0.075 .001
Basic education 0.110 0.095 0.026 .246 0.155 0.087 0.040 .075 0.107 0.087 0.028 .221
Participation in social activities -0.007 0.018 —-0.009 .694 0.014 0.016 0.020 .377 0.054 0.016 0.077 .001
Influence in school decisions and vision 0.252 0.019 0308 <.001 0240 0.017 0319 <.001 0.230 0.017 0.306 <.001
Percentage of variance explained (adj. R?) 0.110 0.126 0.111

R? change 0.094 0.103 0.104

Sig. F change <.001 <.001 <.001

Model 3

Constant 2.191 0.200 <.001 -3.167 0.180 <.001 -2.718 0.190 <.001
Grade level (age) —-0.114 0.029 -0.085 <.001 —0.128 0.026 —0.103 <.001 0.023 0.027 0.018 .406
Child’s gender 0.063 0.047 0.029 .178 0.050 0.042 0.025 .227 0.016 0.044 0.008 .713
Single mother -0.069 0.070 —0.021 326 -0.004 0.063 —0.001 .953 -0.137 0.066 —0.046 .039
Basic education 0.180 0.090 0.043 .045 0.221 0.081 0.057 .006 0.149 0.085 0.039 .080
Participation in social activities -0.017 0.016 —0.022 308 0.007 0.015 0.009 .651 0.049 0.016 0.070 .002
Influence in school decisions and vision 0216 0.018 0264 <.001 0205 0.016 0.272 <.001 0.208 0.017 0276 <.001
Getting support because of special needs if needed —0.637 0.069 -0.205 <.001 —0.838 0.062 —0.293 <.001 —0.510 0.065 -0.179 <.001
Child complains about bullying in school 0.222 0.022 0217 <.001 0.151 0.020 0.160 <.001 0.101 0.021 0.108 <.001
Percentage of variance explained (adj. R?) 0.213 0.251 0.159

R? change 0.103 0.126 0.050

Sig. F change <.001 <.001 <.001

contributed significantly: parents with more than com-
pulsory education were less content compared to those
with less education. The feeling of having an influence
was still significant. The two new variables in Model 3
were important: if children complained of bullying,
then parents became less satisfied; if parents felt that
their child was getting inadequate support because of
special needs, their satisfaction with school was substan-
tially lowered. After adding these variables to Model 3,
the regression explained 21.3% of the variability in
parents’ answers to the question of general satisfaction.

The exact same variables that were significant in the
regression model on teaching and in parents’ estima-
tions of the quality of teaching and assessment were
significant in the regression on general satisfaction. The
explanatory factor, however, was even stronger for all
three models in the regression on teaching, and Model 3
explained 25.1% of the variability of parents’ opinions.

The analysis of how easy or difficult it was for par-
ents to communicate with school personnel highlighted
influences of the background variables that differed
from their influences in the previous regressions. In
Model 1, grade level (child age) was not significant;
parents of boys had more difficulties with communica-
tion than did parents of girls; and single mothers were
more likely to experience problems with communica-
tion compared to other parents. The explanatory power
was significant but small.

Only one of the variables from Model 1 was still
significant in Model 2: being a single mother made
communication more difficult. Parents that fre-
quently participated in social events and activities at
school reported more positive communication. The
feeling of having an influence on school decisions and
the school’s future vision had an effect on parents’
opinions about communication. Model 2 explained
11.1% of the variability of parents’ ease in commu-
nicating with school personnel.

In Model 3, the two variables that were added
concerning the child’s well-being and support chan-
ged the significance of the variables in previous mod-
els. In Model 3, it was still significant that single
mothers experienced more difficulties in communi-
cating with school compared to other parents, but the
other background variables were not significant. The
feeling of having an influence at school and actively
participating in social events was still significant for
communication. The two new variables in Model 3
were important. If a child complained of bullying, or
if parents felt that the child was getting inadequate
support because of special needs, their communica-
tion with school personnel became more difficult.
Adding these two variables in Model 3 increased the
explanatory power to 15.9%.

To sum up these findings, the regression analysis
revealed different aspects of parent satisfaction with



their child’s school. Model 1 draws attention to
important background variables: child’s grade level,
gender, single-mother household and parent educa-
tion. The variability explained by the model was
small, and though the variables are outside of the
school’s control, it can control how the school per-
sonnel react toward parents and children belonging
to different groups.

Model 2 revealed that the feeling of being able to
influence school decisions and future vision gave
parents confidence in the school and enhanced their
general satisfaction, satisfaction with teaching, and
communication with school personnel. On the other
hand, the traditional means of parent participation by
attending social events did not have the expected
positive influence on parents’ opinions. It was not
significant in regard to parents’ general satisfaction
and their evaluation of the quality of teaching. It was,
however, significant in regard to communication:
participating in social activities at the school made
communication with school personnel easier.

In Model 3, it became clear that the most influen-
tial variables for parents’ opinions concerned the
child’s well-being and school’s responsiveness if the
child needed special support. If children frequently
complained about bullying, the consequence was par-
ental dissatisfaction in general, and with communica-
tion and teaching. Furthermore, the analysis revealed
the urgency to react when parents state that their
child needs special support at school, since that vari-
able was very influential for parents’ satisfaction in
general, and with teaching and communication.

The analysis draws special attention to how dis-
advantaged single mothers are when approaching
school compared to others in the parent group. The
findings showed differences in educational level:
12.8% of single mothers only had compulsory edu-
cation, whereas only 7% of other parents were in
that situation. The likelihood of a child receiving
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inadequate support in school was double for single
mothers compared to other parents: 25.8% reported
that their children were not getting the necessary
support, while only 12.8% of other parents experi-
enced the same problem. Single mothers’ general
satisfaction with school was lower than that of
other parents, and they experienced difficulties in
communication more frequently than did other
parents. These findings clearly indicate that social
factors influence the support services children get
at school; home-school relations and communica-
tion; and parents’ satisfaction with school in
general.

Discussion

Parental satisfaction with their children’s school var-
ied, even though it was in most cases very high. More
than half of the parent group was totally or very
satisfied, and an additional 35% were rather satisfied,
as shown in Figure 1. When results are so positive at
first glance, it is easy to overlook that 7% of the
parents were dissatisfied and another 7% said that
they were neutral, and thereby not willing to say
that they were satisfied. Even though an acceptable
rate of dissatisfaction is debatable, it is important to
be aware of the groups of parents that are more prone
to be dissatisfied than others, especially since these
parents share some common traits.

Responsiveness to children’s needs

The results show that the most important aspects
influencing parents’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction
with school relate to their children’s well-being and
development. When children complain about being
bullied, or when parents are disappointed because the
school is not responsive to their children’s need for
special support, they experience a loss of needed and

41

Totally Very Rather
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Figure 1. Percentage of parents’ answers to a question about their general satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their child’s

school (n = 2113).
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desired cooperation that manifests in disappointment
and dissatisfaction. The importance of cooperation
and coherent effort focusing on children’s learning
and maturation is accentuated by the findings, which
show that parents’ dissatisfaction increases as chil-
dren get older, and especially between 4th and 5th
grade (Jonsdottir & Bjornsdottir, 2012). An explana-
tion for this can be related to a systemic change at
that point in many of the compulsory schools in
Iceland: students often get new teachers, a few more
subjects, and two to three more lessons per week at
this time. These changes may be particularly challen-
ging for students in need of special support, which is
manifested in findings showing that parents of chil-
dren in need of special support are more dissatisfied
compared to those of other parents. The need for
special support also increases as students get older,
and the difference in the percentage of students that
parents consider to have learning or behavioural dif-
ficulties is quite striking. For the youngest students,
19% of the parents claimed that this was the case, as
opposed to 28% of the parents of teenagers
(Jénsdottir & Bjornsdottir, 2012).

The importance of influence

The feeling of being able to influence the school’s
decisions and future vision is important for parents.
Those who feel that they are able to influence the
school in this way are generally more satisfied with
the school, and especially with the teaching, and this
feeling also makes communication with school per-
sonnel easier. This is in line with findings from other
studies that failing to include parents in important
decisions in school settings indicates that parents are
not treated as equals (Back, 2009). Moreover, tea-
chers’ opinions of parents are often ambivalent; they
see parents either as a support or a barrier to success-
ful teaching (Rasmussen, 2004). Thus, school profes-
sionals need to discuss and clarify the attitudes and
values they bring into the relationship with students’
families.

On the other hand, the findings of this study
show that traditional methods of parental involve-
ment (i.e. attending social events) increase neither
general parental satisfaction nor satisfaction with
teaching specifically, but does have a positive influ-
ence on communication between parents and school
personnel. Encouragement and support for parents
is more important than tutelage and guidelines,
according to Jeynes’ (2011b) conclusion on how
schools can foster parental involvement, and the
findings here certainly point in the same direction.
The relationship between parents and school per-
sonnel, with supervisory teachers as key figures,
can be sensitive and somewhat personal, but must
be cultivated with care.

Equity for all but single mothers

International research has shown that parental participa-
tion in school-related activities contributes to children’s
success at school (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Hattie,
2009, 2012; Jeynes, 2005, 2011a). Parents experience
pressure to participate because it is in their children’s
best interest (B66k & Perald-Littunen, 2015). The present
study echoes these findings: both parents and school
professionals believe that parental support is important
to the academic achievement of children (see also
Jonsdottir & Bjornsdottir, 2012). However, findings
from the present study also indicate that parents are
presented with varying opportunities to become
involved, to have influence in school and to get special
support if they feel that their child needs it. Research
shows that parents with more formal education are more
likely to participate in home-school cooperation, and
more likely to acknowledge the importance of parental
support in education (Beeck, 2009). Furthermore,
researchers have claimed that schools are more likely to
match middle-class parents’ values and involvement
styles than those of the working class (Beeck, 2005;
Lareau, 2000). Findings from the present study indicate
that this may affect the extent to which parents’ voices are
heard when arguing for their children’s needs for special
support in school. Even though parental assessment of
whether their child needs special support in school is not
the basis for schools’ decisions to provide such support,
parents’” confidence in speaking on behalf of their child,
in a way that the schools consider to be reliable and
persuasive, may play a role in the decision. Therefore, it
is worrying that single mothers are overrepresented in
the group of parents who view their children as in need of
special support, but not getting any. The educational level
among single mothers is lower compared to the other
parent groups in this study, and the findings indicate that
parental background influences aspects such as receiving
special support in school. When parents of children with
learning or behavioural difficulties feel that their needs
are not met in school, their satisfaction is influenced in a
negative way. On the other hand, if parents feel that the
special needs of their child are being met, they tend to be
more satisfied and find communication easier compared
to parents who have children with no disabilities
(Jonsdottir & Bjornsdottir, 2012). The same mechanism
was demonstrated by Baeck (2007).

The present findings also indicate that it is some-
what harder for schools to please more educated
parents. Single mothers feel powerless compared to
other parents, but are also more willing than others to
participate in social activities at school. Perhaps
school personnel tend to listen more carefully when
two parents speak on behalf of a child, or when those
with more education voice concerns. If this is the
reality, intended or not, there is urgent need to
open a discussion in Icelandic schools about equity,



social status, and the necessity of distributing quality
teaching and ‘goods’, such as special support, in a fair
way to students. Keeping in mind that the majority of
teachers in Icelandic compulsory schools are women,
just like the single mothers, these findings also call for
critical discussions about respect, women’s status,
and power structures within the school system.

It is a common belief that Iceland is a society of
educational equity. The present findings concerning
different levels of access to special support, the influ-
ence of parents’ educational level, and the importance
of feeling that the school appreciates parents’ opi-
nions all contest the idea of equity as a major value
in the relationship between schools and student
families. One of the major issues to address is prob-
ably the illusion of equity, since it is not necessarily a
leading value in practice. It is necessary to acknowl-
edge that the social status, gender, educational level
and cultural values of parents do, indeed, have an
impact on the rationale and practice of parental
involvement in Icelandic schools, just as in schools
in other countries (Back, 2009, 2010; Pepe &
Addimando, 2014).

Concluding remarks

Parents value their children’s well-being in school as
much as their achievements, and even though media
discussions often seem to suggest otherwise, parents
will sometimes value well-being even more
(Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003). However, policy
documents, such as a white paper released by the
Icelandic Ministry of Culture and Education
(Mennta- og menningarmalaraduneytid, 2014), show
that school authorities do not necessarily seem to be
very aware of parents’ priorities, or sufficiently
respect parents’ opinions. Communal leaders and
school personnel are under pressure from interna-
tional comparisons such as PISA, and the position
is often ambivalent on the local level, as can be seen
in policy documents (Reykjavikurborg, 2015).
Emphasis on equity and quality in educational
systems has been thoroughly discussed by Sahlberg
(2014), who questioned whether this emphasis should
be called Nordic, fearing that so-called Nordic values
of equality could be changing. The findings from the
present study in some respects sustain this fear. In
Iceland, the blame cannot be put on free school
choice, like in Sweden (Osth et al., 2013), but at the
same time many other influences of GERM can be
traced within the Icelandic compulsory school sys-
tem, such as stronger measures of control over
schools. The situation is difficult: the Nordic point
of view on education, which emphasizes quality and
equity, is visible in official policy documents, but the
actions of politicians in charge of the Ministry of
Education in Iceland point in a somewhat different

NORDIC JOURNAL OF STUDIES IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY e 9

direction. The experiences of parents also show that
treating all children and all parents equally does not
seem to be of prime concern in school practice. The
lack of school funding or access to professional
expertise cannot excuse this. The illusion of the
Icelandic educational system as upholding the values
of equity and quality may be one of the reasons for
the downplaying of equity in schools” practice, which
in turn is displayed in parents’ dissatisfaction. It is
likely that many teachers and school leaders would
reconsider how they act in home-school relationships
and reform their decisions and daily practices if the
discussion about home-school relations were
informed by the findings from the present study
and from similar studies in other national contexts.
Quality and equity are often promoted as values that
are generally emphasized in the Nordic countries
(Sahlberg, 2014), but findings from the present
study signal the importance of bringing these values
forth when working with home-school relations and
including them in discussions about school develop-
ment, where school professionals, parents and stu-
dents should all have a respected voice. The image
of equity in Icelandic schools is disputable. If the aim
is joint responsibility for student welfare and educa-
tion, parental involvement must be discussed and
encouraged in many different ways.
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ABSTRACT

he principal objective of the research project
Teaching and learning in Icelandic compulso-
ry schools (students aged 6 to 15) was to provide
an overview of school practices at the beginning of the
21st century, focusing on the trend towards individualised
learning.
Three main research questions were asked to achieve
this objective:

o What are teaching and learning practices like in
Icelandic compulsory schools at the beginning of the
21st century? That is, how do they reflect attitudes,
the learning environment, internal structures,
teaching methods, students’ activities and responsi-
bilities, and parental involvement?

e How have school practitioners adapted teaching
and learning to social changes? That is, how bave
the schools that originated in the industrial age
changed and adapted to the information, knowl-
edge or creative society?

e How are the policies of state and local authorities
reflected in school practices, and to what extent
bave predictions made in recent decades regarding
school development materialised?

The focus on individualised learning has been promi-
nent in national curricula and other official policy docu-
ments in recent decades in Iceland, although this concept
has been defined in a number of ways using a variety
of different terms. The definition used in this book fo-
cuses on the following issues: different tasks for students
depending on their ability and interests; co-operation of
students; student autonomy, choice and responsibility for
their learning; and individual learning plans prepared by
students in consultation with teachers and parents, based
on information on their progress of learning. The use of
information technology is also included. The definition
implies a primary focus on adapting teaching and learn-
ing to different individuals. The term also relies on con-
cepts such as student empowerment and student voices.
Learning is viewed as a social process based on student
co-operation, as well as personal experience, emphasis-

ing democratic working methods. Individualised learning
is therefore used in this book as an umbrella term for
a variety of ideas rooted in different theoretical perspec-
tives.

The research project was organised around a framework
based on an evaluation tool for schools’ progress towards
individualised learning, published by the Reykjavik De-
partment of Education in 2005. The evaluation tool con-
sists of six strands. It was intended to assess the trend
away from the traditional practices in schools throughout
most of the 20th century and toward the model visualised
by its authors as the school of the 21st century, with the
focus on individualised learning and student co-opera-
tion. The model consists of the following six strands:

o Attitudes: views of students, teachers, administra-
tors and parents towards teaching and learning

e Physical learning environment: buildings, class-
rooms and general equipment

e Internal structures: school-based planning and man-
agement

¢ Teachers: their roles and classroom practices
e Students: their tasks, assignments and learning

e Parents and community: parental involvement and
school community relations

Method

A team of almost 50 researchers and graduate students
participated in the project. The team included 20 facul-
ty members, and doctoral candidates and master's level
students from the School of Education at the University
of Iceland and the Faculty of Education at the University
of Akureyri, and employees from the participating mu-
nicipalities and two business enterprises. The study was
conducted in 20 schools in collaboration with their staff,
students and parents. This co-operation broadened the
scope of the study.

School staff responded to a questionnaire survey pre-
sented in four stages. An on-site survey was conducted
for students in grades 7-10, and all parents were sur-
veyed as well. Classroom observations were conducted
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in grades 1-10, and students, teachers and school admin-
istrators were interviewed. Various relevant documents
were analysed, such as school curricula and plans of
school buildings. The data collection took place in the
period 2009 to 2011. A database of significant size is now
available, which can be analysed still further and will be
made available to future researchers.

Teaching and learning: main findings

The response to the first research question, regarding
teaching and learning practices in Icelandic schools at the
start of the 21st century, in brief, was as follows: School
practices were shaped by attitudes which were general-
ly consistent with the policies of the education authori-
ties. The physical learning environment most commonly
remained in the form of traditional classrooms, although
there were open spaces in various forms, particularly in
the most recently constructed buildings. Computer equip-
ment was limited, and the same was true of the use of in-
formation technology in class, although information tech-
nology was widely used by teachers in relation to lesson
planning, communication with parents and in administra-
tion. Staff were generally satisfied with governance and
morale at work; professional leadership was characterised
by encouragement to teachers regarding improvements,
but employees did call for increased pedagogical leader-
ship. The most common lesson arrangement was direct
instruction, followed up by a variety of individual assign-
ments using workbooks, but teachers’ interest in an in-
creased variety of methods and individualised learning
was apparent. The attitudes of students in grades 7-10
to teaching and learning, as well as relations within the
school, were generally positive. However, students’ inter-
est in their studies and influence on their learning was
limited, and examples of democratic collaboration were
scarce. Relations with parents took the form of regular
parent interviews and electronic communications, but di-
rect parental involvement in school activities was limited.
Relations between schools and their near communities,
although extensive, were not fully focussed.

Future trends in teaching and learning: main results

The response to the second research question, regarding
the adaptation of teaching and learning to the information
and knowledge society was, in brief, as follows: There
were widespread signs of development away from the
school traditions of the industrial society, although school
work appeared to be some distance from achieving the
highest rating of the evaluation tool used in the study.
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A positive attitude to the pedagogical role of schools,
diverse teaching methods and individualised learning,
together with an emphasis on parental involvement, in-
dicate a certain trend. The learning environment in the
most recent school buildings attained the highest rating
of the evaluation tool, which is perhaps an indication of
things to come. Teaching methods in schools using team
teaching set themselves apart in many ways: learning was
more individualised than in other schools; student collab-
oration was more widespread; and developmental work
was more extensive. Student influence on teaching and
learning appeared to be at the tool’'s lowest rating level.

Consistency between school practices and
policymaking or predictions: main results

The third research question asked how the policies of
state and local authorities were reflected in daily school
practices, and to what extent predictions from recent
decades of the future state of compulsory education had
materialised? The response to this question, in brief, was
as follows: Various aspects of the external framework of
schools were in many respects consistent with statutory
law, the policies of the municipalities selected as exam-
ples, and predictions. This refers to single-session school
days, additional school hours, the provision of school
meals, and the implementation of compulsory schooling
for six-year-olds. The main exceptions to schools’ adher-
ence to statutory law and polices, and their meeting of
predictions, involved the use of information technology,
parental participation in school work, and teaching meth-
ods, including students’ individualised learning, autono-
my and influence on their learning process. It is difficult
to evaluate whether diversity of working practices and
organisation in schools have “increased significantly”, as
predicted, or whether this “increase” has applied more to
democratic practices. However, a number of teachers ex-
pressed an interest in developing teaching methods in the
direction of greater individualisation, meaning that this
policy clearly enjoys support.

Application of the results

The turn of a millennium is a natural milestone at which
to pause to reflect on the past and look ahead to the fu-
ture, Students who are attending school at the beginning
of the 21st century will live well into the century and it
is therefore appropriate for us to ask ourselves what will
prove most useful to them in their future lives and what
kinds of skills and qualifications should they aspire to?
The contributing authors of this book hope that the



main findings of the study of teaching and learning in
Icelandic compulsory schools will prove useful in policy-
making for school authorities at both the state and local
level. Most important, however, is that schools, whether
participants in the study or not, make use of the results,
draw conclusions and plan towards improving.

ABSTRACT

The authors also hope that the results will encourage
other researchers to conduct still further studies of school
practices at the compulsory level, both on the basis of
the data collected in the course of this study and through
further collection of data, which would greatly support
educational development.

Keyworbs: individualised learning, classroom practices, learning environment, school management, parental

involvement
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