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Learning from home during COVID-19: primary school parents’
perceptions of their school’s management of the home-learning
situation

Tracey Muira, Bethany Muirb, David Hicksc, Kim Beasyc and Carol Murphyc

aAustralian Catholic University, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia; bAustralian National University, Canberra, Australian Capital
Territory, Australia; cUniversity of Tasmania, Hobart, Tasmania, Australia

ABSTRACT
The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in interruptions to social, economic, cultural, and
educational life, with social distancing measures and well-being concerns leading to
widespread restrictions to everyday activities. When COVID-19 first made an impact in
2020, many schools across Australia were closed entirely or provided limited access.
Subsequently, many parents and caregivers were tasked with educating their children
from home. Throughout this period, a key concern identified by various stakeholders
was the potential impact of school closures on academic progression. This paper
reports the results of a study that investigated Australian primary school parents’
experiences of home-learning with their children due to COVID-19 restrictions in 2020.
To explore perceptions of how home-learning was managed by schools and the
impact the experience had on children’s academic progress from the perspective of
parents, survey data were collected (n¼ 171) and interviews were conducted (n¼ 29).
The study was guided by Epstein’s Framework of Parental Involvement, with a particu-
lar focus on home-school partnerships. Findings indicated that, despite individual chal-
lenges, many parents were willing to engage in home-learning with their children,
often beyond what was expected of them by the school. Overall, parents felt that the
impact on academic progress was minimal, and that positive experiences were charac-
terised by strong home-school connections. Through building on Epstein’s work to
reconceptualise parental engagement with learning, rather than parental involvement
with school, the study is important because it highlights assumptions made about
parents’ pedagogical and content knowledge and their capacity to support school
directed student learning. Importantly the findings demonstrate how home-school
partnerships can be strengthened or put at risk under challenging conditions.
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In March 2020, government responses to the global pandemic of COVID-19 led to 87% of students around
the world being affected by school closures (United Nations Educational & Scientific & Cultural Organisation,
2020). In Australia, disruptions occurred in every state and territory, although the extent and length of school
closures differed. As a result, many schools provided distance education, often using digital technology to
communicate, requiring students, teachers, and parents to quickly adjust to a new mode of learning and
teaching (Sacks et al., 2020). With the shift of learning from school to home, many parents (in this context,
the term ‘parents’ encompasses caregivers) found themselves taking on new or more involved roles in their
child’s learning than ever before. Equally, schools were challenged to adapt a system of education, originally
built around physical schools, to shift online. As such, concerns have been raised about the impact these
school closures may have had on students in falling behind academically and being isolated socially
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2020).

The experiences from COVID-19 allowed a unique opportunity for researchers to consider what bene-
fits and challenges were experienced during the home-learning period, and how we can use this
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information in the future to support learning, and to inform schools, with potential to rethink educa-
tional experiences and relationships between parents and schools (Wrigley, 2020). Some would argue
that the disruption to schooling was not necessarily a bad thing (see Seale, 2020), and provided oppor-
tunities (Richmond et al., 2020) to develop home-school connections, previously associated with child
educational success (Epstein, 2009). The researchers were motivated to undertake the study as they
were interested in how the unique situation provided opportunities for increased collaboration between
school and home where accessibility to the physical site of the school was removed. They were also
interested in documenting how parents adapted their routines and their perceptions of how they were
resourced to support their child/ren’s learning. With this in mind, this paper reports on an investigation
of Australian parents’ perceptions of their experiences of learning at home with their children, how their
child’s school managed the home-learning situation (e.g. the school’s provision and format of learning
materials; expectations of parental roles; efficiency of remote classrooms), and their perceived impact
that the period of home-learning had on their children’s academic progress. The study aimed to gain
insights into how Australian parents of primary aged children supported their child’s learning at home
during the initial lock-down period, and to specifically address the following research questions:

� How did primary school parents experience their school’s management of learning at home as a
result of COVID-19 restrictions?

� In what ways did the school’s management impact the connection between the child’s home and
school?

� What were primary school parents’ perceptions of the impact of home-learning on the academic pro-
gress of their children?

We know that ‘positive family engagement can and does significantly influence student academic
attainment’ (Emerson et al., 2012, p. 8) and that benefits of home-school connections include gains in
student achievement, higher levels of student participation, a greater sense of personal competency and
efficacy for learning (Victorian Department of Education, 2023). Factors that influence this engagement
include opportunities for learning, communication, and seeing parents as partners in their child’s learn-
ing (Goodall, 2022). These factors were addressed in the study through the questions asked of partici-
pants in surveys and interviews. Alongside an understanding of the influence of home-school
connections on parents’ perceptions of whether their child progressed academically, parents’ accounts
of their experiences revealed a number of specific challenges that impacted upon home-school partner-
ships. Their accounts provide a valuable and important insight into the role that parents play in child-
ren’s education and the importance of home-school partnerships.

Home-learning in COVID-19

Home-learning in this context refers to children learning from home under the care of parents as a
result of social restrictions enforced to minimise the spread of COVID-19. Globally this affected 91.2% of
total enrolled learners in April 2020 (UNESCO, 2020), with schools in Australia initially closed or operating
in limited capacity from March (states varied in implementing restrictions). In Tasmania, where most of
the study’s participants resided, restricted school access began on March 31st, with a staged return to
school occurring in early June 2020 (see Clark, 2022 for other state details). Due to the urgency of gov-
ernment bodies pressure to minimise the spread of COVID-19, teachers and parents had minimal time to
prepare themselves, or their children, to a home-learning environment with little information available
regarding how long this would last for. Due to the relative recency of the pandemic, there is, under-
standably limited published empirical studies that report on the experiences of home-learning during
periods of lockdown. Nevertheless, studies suggest that for some, the home-learning experience was pri-
marily positive, with parental involvement leading to more knowledge and insight about their child’s
learning (Bubb & Jones, 2020).

In contrast, other studies reported a more negative experience for parents, some reporting an
increase in domestic conflict and stress, poor-quality home-learning, and little support for special needs
children (e.g. Thorell et al., 2022; Roy et al., 2022). Roy et al. (2022) conducted three studies in the
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United States and Australia, involving 606 children, and reported that findings were consistent across
countries, ADHD status, and age, suggesting that many parental responses to home-learning appeared
to be universal. For example, parents reported children having difficulty staying on task, lack of motiv-
ation, and lack of social interaction. Other parental challenges included balancing home-learning with
work responsibilities and limited direct contact with teachers. General concerns that home-learning
would widen the attainment gap between poorer children and those from more affluent backgrounds
have also been raised (Bessell, 2022; for more information on the digital divide, see Cullinane &
Montacute, 2020; Flack et al., 2020a; Park, 2017). Organisational issues were among challenges reported
by H€akkil€a et al. (2020), with parents finding it necessary to adjust physical spaces in the home and
work schedules to support their child(ren)’s learning at home. Other studies highlight differences in
terms of parental roles and responsibilities. In the UK and Germany, for instance, parents were primarily
responsible for teaching their children, with little to no contact with teachers during the home-learning
experience (Thorell et al., 2022). In addition to this, female carers or parents were most likely to oversee
the home-learning (Miller, 2020; Petts et al., 2021). Khan (2022) reported that almost 80% of UK parents
struggled to grasp the teaching methods which varied from their schooling experiences. Other chal-
lenges included adjusting to the change in routine (both educationally and socially), access to and qual-
ity of remote learning, lack of resources (Khan, 2022) and keeping children motivated (Bhamani et al.,
2020; Roy et al., 2022). Other studies (e.g. Garbe et al., 2020) found that even when parents were gener-
ally satisfied with the level of support provided by their child’s school, they still experienced difficulties
with balancing responsibilities, learner motivation, accessibility and learning outcomes.

In a study similar to the one discussed in this paper, but conducted in Northern Ireland, Bates et al.
(2023) also documented parents’ experiences of how they supported their child’s learning at home dur-
ing the first period of school closure. In particular, they investigated parents’ perceptions of home/school
communication, their confidence with supervising children’s learning, and difficulties they encountered.
Survey responses (N¼ 2509) indicated that guidance provided to parents and on-going home-school
communication varied considerably from school to school and even classroom to classroom. While posi-
tive experiences were reported, most parents indicated that home-learning led to increased levels of
stress, worry, social isolation, insufficient support from schools, and limited contact with teachers. It was
also apparent that the challenges were particularly acute for parents of children who had special educa-
tional needs. Like our study, Bates et al. (2023) applied Epstein’s framework (2009) to guide their study
and found it a valuable lens to interpret the significance of parents’ experiences during the home-learn-
ing period.

Specific to Australia, Calear et al.’ (2022) research with parents found that lower levels of perceived
support from their children’s school negatively affected levels of psychological distress. In a different
Australian study that involved parents responding to open-ended questions at three different points in
time (May 2020; June 2020; March 2021), researchers focused on what could be done differently should
home-learning be re-introduced (Morse et al., 2022). Support relating to scheduling and prioritisation of
schoolwork with other competing demands, alongside support for parents who lack confidence in sup-
porting children learning from home, were key items identified.

In summary the research points to not only variability in parental experiences, but variability in terms
of the support from schools that parents and students received. Collective findings revealed that parents
valued guidance and support provided by schools and the value of strong two-way communications
between school and home was emphasised (e.g. Bates et al., 2023). Notably, we seek to build upon this
research by investigating Australian parents’ perspectives on learning from home, and the impact this
had on home-school relationships.

Parental engagement

Studying home-learning experiences due to the pandemic provides a unique context to explore home-
school connections and partnerships, as schools and teachers, nationally and internationally, have had to
interact with students in new and different ways. While there is strong consensus that parental engage-
ment with their child(ren)’s education significantly influences academic attainment (Emerson et al.,
2012), it can also lead to increases in students’ motivation, and self-confidence (Goodall, 2022).

COGENT EDUCATION 3



Distinguishing parental involvement with learning from parental involvement with the school, Goodall
(2022) posits that parental involvement with learning will most fully support students’ outcomes. She
argues that building relationships between families and schools is at the heart of supporting parental
engagement in learning and that communication is at the heart of building relationships. In relation to
this, the home-learning situation that occurred as a direct result of COVID-19 provided the opportunity
for parents to move beyond involvement at a school level, to being facilitators of their child(ren)’s learn-
ing, often for a sustained length of time (in Australia and England, many schools shut down for six
months).

Parent involvement and engagement with schools is known to be influenced by social determinants
(Emerson et al., 2012), such as educational background (Chesters & Daly, 2018) and social class (Lareau,
2011), and was therefore likely to impact parents’ engagement and experiences of home-learning during
COVID-19. For example, Lareau’s (2011) seminal work illustrates how middle-class parents are more likely
to ascribe to a ‘concerted cultivation’ parenting philosophy, whereby parents are active in fostering their
children’s talents and exhibit agency in interactions with schools. There is a tendency for parents who
possess social and cultural capital which aligns to that of the school, to be more actively engaged with
the school (Borgonovi & Montt, 2012). Parental involvement, particularly on site, can therefore disadvan-
tage parents who are less likely to come into the school (Goodall, 2022).

Parental willingness to be involved with their child’s education and school is also influenced by other
factors, including the aspirations they have for their children, their parenting self-efficacy, and their per-
ceptions of the school (-Duri�si�c & Bunijevac, 2017). Factors such as lack of time, access, financial resour-
ces, and awareness have also been shown to be barriers to involvement (Williams & S�anchez, 2011). For
some parents, previous negative experiences with their own schooling can lead to feelings of inad-
equacy and may prevent parents from communicating with schools (Johnson, 1994). While it may be
assumed that middle-class parents, and/or those who have had positive school experiences, would be
more comfortable in taking on the responsibilities of supporting their children with home-learning, this
assumption has not been widely researched.

Much of the research related to parental involvement has its origins in Epstein’s framework of paren-
tal involvement, which is cited as the most used framework for involving parents (Goodall, 2022). The
framework is useful in that it breaks parental involvement into easily recognisable categories, and school
staff can use the categories to evaluate their performance. However, even Epstein acknowledges that
the framework itself does not ensure an effective program of partnerships, leading Goodall (2022) to
offer a new framework that is family-centric, focuses on relationships, and the family learning environ-
ment. The next section describes Epstein’s framework, with reference to additional elements as identified
by Goodall (2022).

Epstein’s framework

Epstein (2009), who has been a fervent advocate for the importance of strong home-school partnerships,
identified three overlapping spheres of influence on students’ learning and growth: The family, the
school, and the community. Effective home-school partnerships are created through overlapping of
involvement between these three spheres. Related to this model, Epstein (2009) also identified six types
of involvement–parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making, and com-
munity collaboration (see Table 1). There is a relationship between the two models, and both prove use-
ful for evaluating home-school partnerships (Wadham et al., 2020). Epstein’s (2009) model of six types of
involvement was used as a conceptual framework in this study, and her framework has been used previ-
ously in studies that have examined the effective of partnership activities (e.g. Bates et al., 2023;
Sheldon et al., 2010; Wadham et al., 2020).

When Epstein (2009) identified parenting as a type of involvement and described it as helping fami-
lies establish home environments to support children as students, it is unlikely that she saw the home
environment as having to literally serve as a substitute for the classroom environment. Table 1 provides
an overview of Epstein’s six types of involvement, which includes learning at home.

According to Epstein (2009), these levels of involvement can increase the overlap between the stu-
dent’s family, school, and community. Epstein’s (2009) framework was conceptualised in the context of
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parental involvement whereby children physically attended a school site. COVID-19 required a level of
parental involvement beyond that identified in Epstein’s (2009) framework, particularly in terms of
‘learning at home’. While each of the six types of involvement were still applicable in the home-learning
context that occurred as a result of COVID-19 restrictions, the expectations around some levels of
involvement were considerably higher. Parental roles were also likely to be extended. For example,
parents who may have volunteered once a week in their child’s classroom were suddenly tasked with
taking on increased responsibility for their child’s learning at home. The situation, therefore, required an
increase in parental involvement, with the importance of strong home-school partnerships being
paramount.

Twenty-five years after its conceptualisation, Goodall (2022) examined the usefulness of the Epstein
framework, given the advances in understanding parental engagement. Table 2 identifies the elements
from Epstein’s framework that are most relevant to the home-learning experienced by COVID-19, and
the corresponding elements from Goodall’s (2022) new framework, that moves from Parental
Involvement with School (Epstein’s focus) to Parent Engagement in Learning (Goodall’s focus).

As can be seen from the elements in the second column, home-learning as experienced through
COVID-19 provided an ideal opportunity for school communities to engage with parental communities,
whereby parents were seen as partners in supporting their children’s learning.

Method

In this study we were interested in the ways in which schools and parents approached home-learning
during the COVID-19 lockdown. We anticipated that if schools provided a good level of support, then
parents would feel more positively about the home-learning experience and less concerned about their
child’s academic progress. Our intention for this study is to document the key strategies employed by
schools and parents to home-learning so that if a lockdown occurs in the future, or if home-learning is
offered as an option for students, teachers can be aware of what worked well in establishing good
home-school connections and satisfying parent’s expectations of their child’s learning.

This study employed a mixed methods approach and followed a sequential explanatory design
(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This approach was considered appropriate as neither quantitative or qualita-
tive methods were deemed sufficient to capture the trends and details of the situation. The survey
allowed us to collect data from the wider population about their experiences, while the semi-structured
interviews provided further insight into participants’ experiences. The study received full ethical approval

Table 1. Epstein’s framework of parental involvement.
Level of Involvement Description

Parenting Includes all of the activities that parents engage in with their children; facilitated when family practices and
home environments support children as students and when schools understand their children’s families

Communicating Occurs when educators, students, and families design effective forms of school-to-home and home-to-school
communication; includes school newsletters, parent-teacher conferences

Volunteering Recruitment of parents to help and support school programs and student activities
Learning at home Parental participation in homework and curricular-related activities; facilitated when school provides

guidance and information to families and encourage them to interact with the school curriculum
Decision making Inclusion of parents in school decisions; involvement in school organisational bodies
Community collaboration Identification and integration of community services and resources to support schools, students, and their

families.

Table 2. Elements of parental involvement and parental engagement.
Supporting parental involvement with school Supporting parental engagement with learning−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−!
Focus on school Focus on learning
Focus on parental interaction with school Focus on parental interactions with their children
School regularly communicates with parents School ensures that parents receive positive communication in

relation to their child’s learning
Communication between school staff and parents is mostly two-

way and focused on learning
School informs parents of learning tasks Staff actively engage with parents to support learning
Parents seen as helping teachers, supporting the school Parents seen as partners in supporting learning
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from the researching institution. An online survey was constructed to collect general information regarding
parent demographics, and items related to parents’ perceptions of school provision of learning materials and
guidance, home-school connections, children learning, and their child(ren)’s academic progress during the
home-learning period. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with willing survey respondents to further
explore how they interpreted the questions contained within the survey and to identify aspects of the
home-learning experience that parents found either particularly challenging or rewarding.

The survey was advertised across a range of online spaces including but not limited to social media
sites such as Facebook and Twitter, newsletters, and the websites of various parent and community
groups, such as Anglicare and Raising Children Network. To entice participation, we provided a graphic
flyer which asked, ‘How did you find learning from home arrangements during the COVID-19 pandemic?’
and ‘If you are a parent or carer of a child in primary school, we want to hear from you: Link to survey’.
Participants were asked to record their levels of agreement on a 4-point Likert scale to a range of items
related to their experiences with the learning at home situation. Individual responses were collected
from 171 participants, reporting on the experiences of 223 children1. Provision was also made for partici-
pants to add further clarification on their responses through an open invitation to tell us anything else
they would like to report on about their experiences. In total, 91 open-ended responses were received.
Participants were also invited to participate in a follow-up interview. Participants who selected this
option then provided their contact details, which enabled their survey responses to be linked with the
interviews.

A semi-structured interview schedule was devised that began with inviting parents to talk about their
experiences generally, how well the school met their expectations, and in what ways. This general ques-
tion was then followed with more targeted questions in relation to guidance, responsibilities for learn-
ing, connections to the school, understanding their child as a learner, and their child’s progress. Further
probing questions related to what they saw as their main responsibility in home-learning and how the
school supported them in managing these responsibilities. Parents were also asked if they had enjoyed
home-learning and why, what subjects they found the more rewarding or difficult, and how motivated
their child was. Table 3 provides an overview of how survey items and interview questions were mapped
against the varying factors that impacted upon parents’ perceptions of the home-learning situation.

Interviews were carried out individually using phone or the Zoom video conferencing platform and
were approximately 30minutes in duration. Participants gave permission to be video or audio recorded.
Recordings were transcribed using Otter Voice Meeting Notes which were then checked by the inter-
viewer for accuracy and sent to participants for verification. In total, 29 interviews were conducted.

Data analysis

Descriptive analysis was conducted to explore the levels of agreement for each of the survey items,
including frequency counts, percentages, and cross-tabulation. Open-ended answers and interview tran-
scripts were analysed thematically using Braun and Clarke (2022) approach through NVivo. Consistent
with sequential explanatory design (Creswell & Creswell, 2017), thematic analysis of the qualitative data
from the survey responses and the interviews was both inductive and deductive. Following code reduc-
tion, 15 codes were identified, and included aspects such as experiences, differentiation, motivation, and
connections. These codes were then deductively grouped into themes corresponding to the variables in
the survey items. As an example, the following open-ended response was coded as perceptions of guid-
ance (negative): ‘I believe the school failed in providing me with support for my eldest child with learn-
ing disabilities’. The following interview transcript excerpt was coded as experiences (positive), school
management, and learning materials, which were further grouped under the theme of perceptions of
guidance (positive):

So they sent packages, like the five minutes challenge and mental map. So that gave him some time to work
on those, and he was able to do them for five to 10minutes every day. And he liked those. So I could just
leave him for 10minutes and he was concentrated.

Survey items 1, 2, and 3 focused on communication and connections with the school and were seen
as connection variables, whereas survey questions 4 and 5 were seen as learning variables that focused
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on the child’s learning and academic progress. These codes were then checked for reliability by a group
of co-researchers and meetings were held to discuss agreement and make adjustments.

Findings

Background information and demographics

Of the 171 participants who responded to the survey, most were between 41 and 55 years of age (62%),
and university educated (81%); 45% worked from home full-time during the home-learning period. Many
participants lived in major cities (45%) or inner regional areas (39%) and generally lived in high-socioeco-
nomic areas (52%).2 Table 4 contains additional demographic information related to children’s grades,
type of school attended, and length of the home-learning period. It is also worth noting that the sample
captured 20% of children who were classed as special needs. To capitalise on participants’ experiences
as soon as possible after the imposed learning from home period, it was not feasible to develop a com-
prehensive sampling frame nor was it possible to engage in random sampling techniques.
Consequently, it must be noted that the findings of the study may not be representative of the broader
Australian population, as the demographics indicate that our participants were potentially highly capable
and interested in supporting their children in their learning. Despite these aspects, our participants still
identified challenges associated with the home-learning situation, and it is reasonable to expect that
these challenges would be felt even more strongly for parents from more marginalised backgrounds.

Interview participants were selected from the pool of survey respondents who indicated they would
be willing to participate in an interview regarding their experiences of home-learning. From 30 expres-
sions of interest, 29 individuals were interviewed (one was unavailable) who differed according to the
age of home-learning children, children with special needs, and positive and negative responses to the
survey. It should be highlighted that in this sample we had a clear gender imbalance, with only one
male interview participant (see Table 4). While this may certainly be a limitation for the generalisability
of our results, it may actually be more of a reflection of how the pandemic affected roles within the
family. Consistent with other findings (e.g. Miller, 2020; Petts et al., 2021), for the majority of families in
our study it was females who took on the responsibility for home-learning, rather than the men or
fathers, reflecting the general trend that mothers/women are more likely to be involved in children’s
educational activities (Miller, 2020; Petts et al., 2021).

The next section presents the findings related to parents’ perceptions of guidance, connection, learn-
ing and academic progress (see Table 3).

Table 3. Overview of survey items and related interview questions.
Varying Perceptions Related survey items Related interview questions

Guidance I felt the school provided enough guidance
to help me to support my child(ren)
while learning at home

I found myself teaching beyond the learning
materials provided by the teacher

Could you provide a summary of what your role was
during the lockdown period?

What guidance did your child’s teacher provide?
What resources did the school provide for you?
What did the school expect you to do?
What did you see as your main responsibilities?
What were your expectations around what the school

provided?
Connection I feel more connected to my child’s school

following the home-learning period
How did the school support you in managing the

situation?
In what ways did you feel connected to the school

during this experience?
What did the school/teacher do to make connections?

Learning The experience of home-learning has helped
me to understand how my child learns

What were the benefits for your child in the home
learning situation?

How was your child’s motivation for learning at home?
What subjects did you find the most rewarding/least

rewarding to support your children?
What insights (if any) did you gain into how your

child(ren) learns?
Academic progress I feel my child has continued to progress in

their education during the home-learning
period

What impact do you feel that the home-learning period
might have had on your child(ren)’s learning?

If more than one child, did this vary according to your
child’s age?

COGENT EDUCATION 7



Perceptions of guidance

The first two survey items required parents to respond to levels of agreement statements about the pro-
vision of support offered by the school (see Figures 1 and 2).

The figures show that the majority of parents (69%) agreed that the school provided them with
enough guidance to support their children, even though the majority (68%) found themselves teaching
beyond the materials provided.

While the organisation and implementation of home-learning was enacted differently for individual
households (even for different children within the one household), school guidance and support was
usually provided through the use of an online platform and completion of set tasks as directed by the
school and teachers. Qualitative comments from the survey and interviews provided further insights into
how this guidance and support was enacted and received by parents, with a range of positive and nega-
tive experiences noted. Positive responses acknowledged that the school and teachers were doing the
best they could, given the circumstances. For instance, SR1213 notes that they were ‘very happy with
support from teachers and school staff’.

Positive comments also focused on opportunities for child and teacher interactions which demon-
strated the teachers’ willingness to support the home-learning situation:

I think the school had really set them up to succeed in their home-learning. The teacher that she has is very
confident with ICT and uses ICT in the classroom a lot anyway. He really supported them well in every day he
would do a video first thing in the morning by way of this is what we’re going to be looking at today, and
I’ve sent you the information you need, I’ll send you the files you need, and anything else is in the pack that
the school had already provided as well. And he also checked in by just creating an open video conference
just in case anyone had any queries. (P19)

In contrast, other parents felt that the ‘school was utterly unsupportive when we asked for offline
learning support’ (SR114) and that ‘my children’s school provided barely any contact. The task informa-
tion was confusing and difficult to follow’ (SR110). Parents indicated that ‘there was no real guidance or
[advice that] we would be happy if you just did a, b, and c, there was none of that’ (P70) and when
asked for more guidance, one parent was told to ‘tell them to stop working so hard, and don’t stress
out’ (P161). Some parents felt that they were expected to take on the role of a substitute teacher and
found it challenging to teach skills and concepts that were outside of their areas of expertise:

So basically, [the teachers] explained the task, but it was up to the parent to explain the background
concept. So there was no actual teaching going on. It was just task setting. And it was up to me, for
example, with the year four one, to explain about different forms of energy, like electromagnet magnet-
ism, they do this whole unit on it for a couple of weeks, but there was absolutely no teaching on it, it
was just a whole lot of read this and then do this activity. (P161)

Some parents felt that the materials provided were not differentiated enough for their children’s
needs or were not stimulating enough to maintain their children’s interest or engagement.
Subsequently, some participants provided alternative tasks for their children than those provided by the
school for example:

Table 4. Overview of participant demographic information.
Parent demographic information From Survey (N¼ 171) From Interview (N¼ 29) Illustrative participants

Parent Gender: Female 97% P16, P115
Male 3% P67

No of children: One child 33% 54%� P19, P148
Two children 49% 33% P161, P75
Three children 19% 13% P45, P159

Child’s grade: Foundation/Prep 18% 9% N/A
Grade 1/2 26% 43% P26, P103
Grade 3/4 22% 30% P67, P148
Grade 5/6 35% 18% P115, P75

Home-learning period: < 1month 8% 12% P148
1–2months 58% 50% P81, P41
> 2months 35% 38% P70, P168

Perceived role: Parent/carer 40% 46% P19, P119
Teacher/Educator 40% 27% P16, P70
Supervisor/Manager 20% 27% P26, P103

�Denotes the number of children that were learning from home, not total of children in family.
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I didn’t ask them to do tasks the school set. I got them doing other things at home … I’d get them doing
things like cooking or we might talk about topics and look up really cool fun stuff on YouTube that was
related, a little bit sciency or a little bit maths related. They engaged better with that form. (P159)

Similarly, P119 supplemented her children’s learning with additional activities:

I did a whole lot of posters that we put on the wall about activity ideas for them. From physical ideas
through to craft ideas, through to technology based ideas … a whole range of different things, so there
were mind maps that they could go to and consider what they might do if they finish their schoolwork.
(P119)

Perceptions of connection

Figure 3 shows that while 62% of parents felt more connected to their child’s school, this was not the
case for 38% of parents. Parents who indicated that they felt more connected with the school, either in
their survey or interview responses, referred to increased opportunities to interact with the school and
teacher, particularly on a regular basis. The importance of communication was emphasised, as was the
accessibility to their children’s teachers. The following interview quotes are illustrative of the positive
aspects that were highlighted:

Figure 1. Parental perceptions of school guidance.

Figure 2. Perceptions of teaching beyond learning materials provided.
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Definitely more connected … you have more transparency to what they’re doing on a day-to-day basis.
There was a lot of sharing going on … and then of course there were the school newsletters that came out
which tried to keep the connection going. (P103)

While we had lockdown and some children were at school, we sent photos of our children’s work, or they
sent them and their buddies at school sent photos back. So that sort of thing was really connecting. (P45)

Regular interactions with the teacher through phone calls, Zoom or WebEx were viewed positively as
a means of communicating and maintaining connections. The following quotes illustrate the various
ways in which this occurred and the impact it had:

The best bit was probably the communication. The two teachers from my children’s classes contacted us
about once a week and it was just to catch up. How are they going? Is there anything else we could do? Has
there been any problems? They were always in contact. (P67)

So the teacher was meeting with the whole class for 15minutes every morning, at quarter past nine. We
couldn’t do it every day, but the teacher was there every day. And then she was having 15minutes for
reading time every week, so it was different days for different children, my son’s time was on Friday. And so,
they were together just with the teacher one to one. (P41)

For other parents, the experience did not strengthen the home-school partnerships, with feedback
indicating that this was primarily influenced by a lack of communication. Survey responses, for example,
included comments such as ‘For my child in Grade 5 there was no communication from the teacher to
me whatsoever’ (SR145) and ‘My children’s school provided barely any contact’ (SR110). The lack of com-
munication and regular contact were also referred to in the interviews:

I don’t think there was enough engagement with the school. So we didn’t have like that connection with the
school. My children’s connection and my connection just sort of was not there. There was WebEx once a day
and things like that. But my daughter, especially in grade six, needed a lot more feedback and connection,
but she didn’t have that. (P168)

In most instances children were expected to complete assigned tasks and return them to school, usu-
ally via an online platform. There was rarely any detailed feedback to the children on the work received,
leading some parents to feel that the work at home was not valued. Opportunities to engage in
exchanges about work completed were not capitalised on in many situations which impacted upon
home-school relationships. The following quote from one parent illustrates the impact this had on her
and her child:

At the end of learning at home, I deliberately bought him a folder, and we put every bit of work that he did
in it, because he was really proud of a lot of the things that he did and he took it back to school and they
sent it back saying, ‘No, we don’t need that. You shouldn’t be bringing stuff to school’. So that was a bit soul
destroying. [During home-learning] we never saw any feedback on the work so I just really struggled to know

Figure 3. Parental perceptions of school connectedness.
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… my son needs a connection with the school, he needs to hear someone’s voice even if it’s for three
minutes. You know, it was really hard. (P75)

For other parents, the experience neither strengthened nor weakened the home-school partnership
as ‘we probably feel as connected to the school as we did before’. (P26). For those parents, the mode of
delivery was different, but essentially, they still felt connected to the school and teacher because they
already had that relationship in place, and it continued throughout the experience.

Some parents who were interviewed after their children had returned to school, missed the sustained
involvement in their child’s learning as the following quote from P103 illustrates:

If we talk about the girls being back at school now - there’s a few bits and pieces on Classdojo about what
they’re doing, but we’re getting no visibility in what they’re doing now. We’ve gone from such visibility in
terms of the handwriting and spelling mistakes, and things like that [to] no visibility on how they are going.

Perceptions of understanding children’s learning

Despite many of the challenges that came with home-learning, parents saw the increased opportunity
to interact with their children’s learning as a positive outcome of the situation.

As Figure 4 shows, a larger proportion (85%) of survey respondents agreed that home-learning
helped them to understand how their child learns. Through the interview data in particular, parents
commented on how the experience provided them with insights into their child’s knowledge and learn-
ing styles and acknowledged that such insights may not have occurred if learning at home had not
been imposed. Parents, such as P16, found their child ‘was a lot further along than I think even her
teacher knows’, and ‘it was really nice being able to concentrate on the issues she needed help with’
(P81). Another parent commented:

I got a better sense of my children’s learning styles, I got a better sense of the fact that they are def-
initely extroverts who enjoy a lot of time with friends. And that’s what sustains them at school, that the
content of the classroom curriculum may not be meeting their academic needs, but because they’re
social children, their peers keep them positive and engaged. (P119)

Similarly, P161 identified in her interview that:

It was really good to see where their strengths and weaknesses were. So I found that both the children, but
especially my son, were far more capable than I realized. And also just pointed out some areas that the
teachers had said that my year 4 daughter was fine in, like really good, but actually, she didn’t have a good
understanding and parts of maths and was a good opportunity for me to go over that with her.

Even when the insights into learning revealed weaknesses or concerns, this was still generally seen as a
positive benefit for parents who could then devote time to working individually with their children on
their learning:

We got a real insight into where he is and the fact that he needs so much more help in class and out of class
… and we may not have realized that unless we hadn’t have gone through the COVID lockdown. So
something positive has come out of it … the way that we were teaching him, it seemed things seemed to
sink in. And if we realized if that approach doesn’t work, we’re able to word things differently for him and he
wouldn’t have got that in school. (P70)

Perceptions of academic progress

While 73% of parents felt that their child continued to progress during the home-learning period, further
analysis revealed that the majority of these had children in F-2 grades (84%); 37% of parents with chil-
dren in older grades (5/6) disagreed with this statement (Figure 5). Interview data and open-ended sur-
vey responses indicated overall, however, that most parents were not overly concerned that the period
of learning from home impacted adversely upon their children’s academic progress. This seemed particu-
larly true for parents with children in early grades (F-4). For example, parents commented that ‘he has
not fallen behind but he has not progressed in his learning’ (SR120); ‘I don’t think she’s going to suffer
from this at all. I do think she probably would have been further along. But it’s not going to be below
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where she needs to be in grade four’. (P16); ‘He learnt more at home than he ever did at school. And
we only did English, Maths, and a bit of Science - no more than 2 hours per day’. (SR70); and:

I don’t think he’s going to be academically too far behind … and for my middle boy, I don’t think it’ll affect
him academically … and for my daughter I don’t think academically she’s going to be adversely affected …
she engaged with the platform, she got the ideas and the links … I’m not worried about it. (P159)

Some parents, however, particularly those with children in older grades, found that the home environ-
ment was not particularly conducive to learning and therefore impacted negatively on their children’s
academic progress and engagement with their learning generally:

I think in my mind, there has been a drop in academic skills because of the home-learning, and not being
able to interact with the teacher and getting more answers, and explaining it in writing, as opposed to doing
it on- whatever online. So all these techniques has got to have had a toll on them. (P115)

If I did get her to do anything, it would be very half hearted. And you know, she had her spelling words, but
wouldn’t even try. They’d be written all over the page in weird angles and varying sized letters, and you
know, the kind of stuff you wouldn’t do in class (P148)

For parents who had children with particular needs, it appears the situation was exacerbated through
the provision of learning materials and experiences which were not tailored to the needs of their chil-
dren: ‘The home-schooling was not adapted to help my child who has Dyslexia and Dysgraphia. This is
his last year of primary school and already behind. Now he feels even further behind’. (SR66);

My grade 1 child is gifted and talented. However, he continued to receive the same tasks as his classmates
throughout home-learning which meant that I needed to supply material a couple of grades beyond in order
to keep him motivated (SR161)

One parent was particularly concerned about her child’s academic progress and sceptical about the
benefits of informal learning opportunities, particularly as he was heading off to high school the follow-
ing year:

So it would be like don’t put pressure on yourself, baking a cake, and playing a board game is all learning,
which to me I felt like saying well that’s fine if your kid’s in Grade 1. But when you have a child in Grade 6
who’s already behind and starting high school next year, baking a cake and playing Monopoly is not going to
get him ready for high school. (P66)

For most parents, the period of home-learning was perceived as having little negative impact on their
children’s academic progress, while others, including those with special needs children, felt that their
child’s academic progress was impacted negatively. Perceptions were likely influenced by the age of
their children, with parents of older children being more concerned, and the length of the home-learn-
ing period that they experienced, which was up to 3months for some parents (see Table 3).

Figure 4. Parental perceptions of children’s learning.
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Discussion

In this study, we surveyed and interviewed parents who were involved in home-learning during the
COVID-19 pandemic (2020). We were interested in understanding how parents felt about this experience
for themselves and for their children, and whether this had an impact on home-school connections and
perceived academic progress. The results demonstrate varying success of home-learning, with many
parents citing positive experiences, such as greater interaction with their children and gaining valuable
insights into how and what their children were learning. The qualitative results in particular show that
within each of the variables investigated, there was a mix of positive and negative experiences. Variations
between the participants in terms of their parental roles and responsibilities provided examples of positive
and negative experiences, which even varied between members of the same household. Below, we discuss
the key findings and implications of our study using the three key components from Epstein’s (2009) theor-
etical framework of effective home-school partnerships: parenting, communicating, and learning at home.

Parental role

We were interested in how schools provided support for parents during the imposed learning at home
period. In particular, we were interested in seeing this from parents’ perspectives, considering that other
research had shown that teachers had concerns about the parents’ role in home-learning, highlighting
potential lack of time and resources (Flack et al., 2020b). Presented results in relation to this aspect
included guidance and learning, and the findings were mixed. While parents acknowledged schools were
doing the best they could under the circumstances, some felt that the school was unsupportive or did
not provide adequate guidance for home-learning experiences. What emerged from this was a reliance
on parents to take on the role of the teacher, a commitment that proved challenging for many parents, in
terms of time and capacity. This created a tension between the school seeing parents as helpers (Epstein,
2009), rather than seeing them as partners in supporting learning (Goodall, 2022). As evidenced in the
results, some parents found themselves supplying resources and providing guidance on tasks much like a
teacher normally would do. Participants were predominantly university educated (81%) and from high
socio-economic areas (52%) which may have influenced the tendency for them to take on the role of
‘teacher’ in the absence of school guidance. As a result of the additional responsibilities, parents felt
stressed, and in some cases, this would lead to abandoning suggested activities. This finding was similar
to other studies that reported increased levels of stress and worry, alongside the primary responsibility of
managing their child(ren)’s schooling (e.g. Beasy et al., 2021; Thorell et al., 2022). While the majority of
parents in our study were university educated, they still found it challenging to adopt the role of a
teacher, despite them having experienced school success in the past. This finding suggests that it may
not be past schooling experiences that impacts upon parental involvement (e.g. Johnson, 1994), but the

Figure 5. Perceptions of academic progress.
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assumption or unrealistic expectation that a parent has the necessary pedagogical skills to actually ‘teach’
rather than facilitate learning. There was little evidence that school staff actively engaged with parents to
support learning (Goodall, 2022), other than informing them of learning tasks.

Some parents, however, welcomed the opportunity to take more of a teacher role in their children’s
learning, which allowed them the freedom to teach their children beyond the curriculum and assigned
tasks. This particular aspect was viewed quite positively by parents and led to greater engagement from
their children. Literature has shown that parental engagement with schoolwork (Castro et al., 2015) and
home-based involvement (e.g. taking children to museums and libraries; Hill & Tyson, 2009) is associated
with improved academic achievement. It is possible that this is because parents are better positioned to
cater for their child’s individual needs, while centring their best interests (Jolly et al., 2013).

As previously mentioned, our sample of parents was predominantly female which is consistent with
findings that showed that the female carers or mothers primarily took on the responsibility of home-
learning (e.g. Miller, 2020; Petts et al., 2021). Further studies could investigate whether or not similar per-
spectives were held by male carers who took on responsibility for home-learning.

Communicating

We also looked at how parents experienced connection and communication with their schools, which
was another element of Epstein’s (2009) framework and included as ‘connections’ in the results.
Communication appeared to be a key indicator for home-school partnerships and connections. Some
parents had positive experiences, noting their school communicated with them effectively such as
through newsletters, emails, phone calls, or overall high accessibility to teacher support, which led to
higher feelings of connection. Parents who had positive experiences referred to the teacher’s consistent
availability and acknowledged the efforts made to check in with their students. Teachers who facilitated
online sessions where children could interact with their peers, were particularly appreciated. A welcom-
ing climate where school staff are respective and responsive to parents is a vital component of commu-
nicating (Epstein, 2009) and again, if parents feel a lack of confidence in their own abilities, then that
may impact upon their willingness to communicate (Johnson, 1994).

As the results demonstrated, some parents were disappointed with their school’s lack of communication,
and thus described lower feelings of connection with the school. Concerns included little to no communica-
tion, and lack of feedback on work. These findings are consistent with Roy et al. (2022) findings that parents
identified limited direct contact with teacher as a common challenge. It seems the whole process of receiv-
ing feedback on submitted work was not managed well in most situations, which did not serve to
strengthen home-school partnerships. Some parents assiduously ensured that completed work was
returned as requested, sometimes with limited or no feedback provided. For some, this proved to be a bar-
rier for effective parental engagement as it could be perceived as a lack of proper recognition by teachers
of the potential contribution to learning offered by parental behaviours and support in the home (e.g.
Emerson et al., 2012). Rather than the two-way communication advocated by Goodall (2022), it seemed that
in the home-learning situation, the communication was primarily one way from the school to the home.

The concerns raised in relation to communication in these experiences is worrisome, considering the
effect that school closures may have on students’ sense of belonging and feelings of self-worth (OECD,
2020). It may be that the unique situation imposed by COVID-19 exposed teachers’ lack of experience in
transferring the learning from the classroom to the home, without affording them the training, time, or
opportunity to examine their own roles in promoting partnerships with parents (Emerson et al., 2012).
Overall, however, it must be noted that parents indicated that the school connection did not overly influence
their child’s academic progress. This could be due, perhaps, to parents’ perceptions that they already had
strong relationships with the school which did not change during the home-learning period, or that parents
were prepared to take on additional responsibility for their child’s learning for a limited amount of time.

Learning at home

Parents’ experiences of home-learning through engaging in learning activities with their children at home
was also of particular interest and were presented as ‘learning’ in the results section. Overall, parents
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reported that the experience led them to better understand how their child learns. Both quantitative and
qualitative data results indicated that parents had a better sense of their children’s learning styles, their
academic strengths and weaknesses, and understood what stage of learning their children were at. As a
result of family practices and home environments supporting children as students (Epstein, 2009), parents
were more readily able to individualise and cater for their child’s learning. This was perceived positively
and provides a clear benefit of the home-learning experience, which is consistent with previous COVID-
related research (Bubb & Jones, 2020). While access to technology and internet connectivity did not seem
to be an issue for these parents (as reported in other studies, i.e. Park, 2017), participation in this study
was only possible online, therefore, it could be assumed that technology was readily accessible in the
homes of participants. This could be attributable to the large representation of participants from major
urban areas and the relatively high number of participants from high socio-economic backgrounds.
Similarly, the propensity for parents to take on the role of the teacher is likely reflective of the middle-
class background of the majority of participants (Lareau, 2011). Like the parents in Roy et al. (2022) study,
our parents found the keeping their children on task and motivated was an identified challenge.

Academic achievement

At the conclusion of the home-learning experience, parents’ personal assessments of their child’s aca-
demic progress were mixed, as can be seen in the results section Some parents noted that although
home-learning may have set them back slightly, it would not impact negatively upon their children’s
overall academic progress. Other parents noted that their child learned more at home than at school,
and parents of older children or those who had special needs, expressed more concerns about their
children’s academic progress. However, as discussed above, parents’ insights into how the child learns,
opportunities to teach beyond learning materials, and being provided with sufficient guidance, may
have indicated how parents’ perceived child academic achievement.

Limitations

This study has a number of limitations that should be considered when interpreting findings. Firstly,
recruitment occurring solely through social media may have limited the sample size to only those indi-
viduals who are active on these platforms and excluded those who do not use them (i.e. Facebook).
Furthermore, we acknowledge that the sample is not representative of the broader Australian popula-
tion, in part due to the demographic limitations of the online nature of the research and reliance of
social media for recruitment. Nevertheless, if this relatively homogenous group of parents found the
experience challenging, it is reasonable to assume that the issues would be exacerbated for parents
from a diverse range of backgrounds (-Duri�si�c & Bunijevac, 2017; Lareau, 2011). Similarly, the participants
were all parents of primary school aged children, and often with multiple children. While we cannot
generalise to different age groups, it is reasonable to expect similar experiences, but follow-up studies
could determine if similar benefits and challenges were identified by parents with younger children and
those in secondary school. In follow-up research, these limitations should be considered and future
research should aim to use multiple recruitment methods and rigorous data verification procedures.

Conclusions

The rapid shift to home-learning as a result of COVID-19 provided an unprecedented situation to develop
our understanding about home-school connections. It seems that parents appreciate and, for the most part,
want more connection with teachers, and want more information about how their children are progressing,
including how they are learning and what they are learning. Feedback from parents indicated that when
there was strong communication and support given to their child, this resulted in satisfaction and increased
motivation. The nature of learning at home during COVID-19 required levels of commitment and guidance
with their child(ren)’s learning, beyond what was previously experienced by the parent participants. There
was greater potential for, and indeed expectation from, the parents of two-way communication channels
required to facilitate successful experiences. The COVID-19 situation required parents to interact with
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teachers and teachers to interact with parents in ways not typically experienced before. When appropriate
channels of communication were established, perceptions of outcomes were better as well as general feel-
ings of connectedness to the school and to their children’s learning. The experience highlighted the need to
move beyond Epstein’s framework for supporting parental involvement with school (2009) to recognise the
increased expectation for parental engagement with learning as advocated by Goodall (2022).

Findings reported in this paper adds to our collective understanding of how almost 200 Australian parents
experienced a period of home-learning in 2020 as a result of COVID-19. When schools were originally locked
down, there was general concern that home-learning would halt student learning. Our study provides evi-
dence that for many students, particularly in the early grades, engagement was maintained, and parents
were not overly concerned about their children’s progress. Conversely, many parents welcomed the oppor-
tunity to gain a greater understanding of not only what their children were learning in school, but how they
learned. Parents found it helpful when teachers encouraged or created one-on-one time between child and
teacher, kept in contact through newsletters, or daily/weekly video check ins, and catered for children’s indi-
vidual learning needs. Conversely, parents found it unhelpful when teachers did not accept or grade com-
pleted work, when there was little contact between home and school, little guidance given to how to
complete tasks and task-setting rather than teaching, and not accommodating children with special needs.
These findings have implications for educational and school communities beyond COVID-19 and point to the
need to capitalise on learning at home opportunities to strengthen home-school connections. Like Morse
et al. (2022), we note this was a challenging period for many parents, and recommend supports that include
clear guidance on how to balance schoolwork with other competing demands, assist parents who lack confi-
dence in supporting their children’s remote learning, and address risks associated with social isolation.

School leaders could consider the factors that parents found helpful, such as one-on-one time
between child and teacher, and implement these experiences into their school practice. Other practical
implications include schools and teachers being realisticabout what they expect parents to do, and con-
sider the associated pedagogical considerations given that they are not trained teachers. Conversely,
parents gleaned valuable insights into how their child(ren) learned, and these insights could prove valu-
able to school personnel who work and interact with their children. The study also provides insights
into how parent’s involvement in home-learning can foster stronger relationships in the home and
increase parental awareness of children’s knowledge and capacity to learn. Further studies could investi-
gate the experiences of home-learning from children’s perspectives.

Notes

1. The option to provide information on the experiences of multiple children was available.
2. Measures of Remoteness and Socio-economic Status were generated from participants post-codes using ABS

data cubes from the 2016 census. It is recognised that ideally these demographics should be calculated at the
SA1 level however this information was not available due to concerns regarding participant privacy and
confidentiality. As a result, these demographics should be interpreted with caution.

3. Note SR refers to open-ended survey response; P refers to interview participant
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