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Abstract
Keywords This paper presents a cross-national qualitative study examining the role of parents
cross-national; Covid-19; parental in digital education during the Covid-19 pandemic in five schools in each of four
engagement; digital education European countries—Cyprus, Ireland, Malta, and Northern Ireland. Unlike previous

studies that largely document the unprepared transition to remote teaching during
the first lockdown (March-June 2020), this research investigates how parents
adapted to new roles, navigated complex circumstances, and maintained changes
in their involvement in digital education during the subsequent lockdowns and

Citation reopening periods. The study also examines the impact of socio-economic status on
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1. Introduction and background

Although a substantial body of research has been pub-
lished on the impact of Covid-19, relatively little work has
been done on the key role of parents. In this study, we chose
to direct our focus to that of exploring the role of parents in
digital education across four European countries (Cyprus,
Ireland, Malta, and Northern Ireland) which we believe
provides a different lens through which to understand the
relationship between parents, schools, and digital education.
Although many research studies have gathered parental data
from what we refer to as the first lockdown (March-June
2020) when schools and parents were largely unprepared
for remote teaching and learning, our research was carried
out between May 2021 and September 2021, towards
the end of the pandemic when we could assess the entire
period of school lockdown. Furthermore, apart from one
study by Zaccoletti et al. (2020) on parental perceptions of
home schooling in both Italy and Portugal, very few studies
have made comparisons across countries. Our research,
however, used a qualitative approach to explore how parents
in a sample of primary and secondary schools across four
European countries began to take on new roles, the complex
range of factors that influenced their journey, and whether
any changes were long-lasting.

Previous research by Dias et al. (2016) and Auxier and
Anderson (2020), prior to the pandemic of 2020-2022,
on the role of parents and digital education has noted
an evolution from ‘gatekeeper,’ fearful of technology and
anxious to protect their children from its dangers, to one
of ‘scaffolder,” where parents were actively involved in
negotiating children’s access and use of technology at home.
The pandemic dramatically challenged these roles by placing
parents at the centre of their children’s learning and, in
many cases, expecting and often requiring them to become
co-tutors using digital technology. However, to make sense
of what happened during the Covid-19 pandemic, we need
to understand that there were different phases of school
lockdowns, which had a marked effect on what schools did
and what was expected from parents.

Two issues stand out regarding the impact of the Cov-
id-19 pandemic when it was declared in March 2020. First,
based on the advice of various national health agencies,
schools were instructed to close, and this initial closure last-
ed until the end of the summer term in June 2020. The only
pupils allowed in school were those deemed most vulnerable
and the children of key workers. This prolonged school
closure, lasting approximately three months, was unprece-
dented, and there were no ready-made plans to deal with

what can truly be referred to as emergency remote teaching
and learning. Second, the unknown and unpredictable
nature of the disease meant that it was extremely difficult to
make long-term plans as to when schools would reopen. By
way of explanation, the first lockdown of schools in many
countries from March-June 2020 was followed by pupils
returning to school between September-December 2020,
although schooling was disrupted due to pupils having to
stay in self-contained groups known as ‘bubbles’, designed to
minimise pupil contact across the broader school population
and in some cases having to self-isolate (Reimers, 2022).
During the second phase of the pandemic, some schools
reviewed how they had managed the first closure and began
to prepare for the possibility of a second closure (Brown et
al., 2021, Taggart et al., In press).

From January 2021, there was a second wave of the
Covid-19 infection, which led to yet another period of school
closures from January to March 2021 (Hoskins et al., 2022).
Schools re-opened in April 2021 with some restrictions, such
as the use of social distancing, until the end of the summer
term (June 2021). Eventually, with the successes of mass-
scale vaccination programmes, schools returned to face-to-
face teaching from September 2021. In summary, there were
two periods when schools were closed for most pupils, and
when teachers and parents attempted to use a variety of
methods to teach the small number of pupils who came into
school and in the main, most pupils who were at home.

2. A review of the literature

Research prior to the pandemic by Wheeler (2008)
had already noted how social class reproduced advantage
through parental expectations; according to Goudeau et al.
(2021), the reproduction of social class advantage accelerat-
ed during the pandemic by making the learning process rely
more than ever on families, rather than on teachers, and by
getting students to work predominantly via digital resources.
Finding that there was social class advantage in the pan-
demic has also been supported by other researchers. For
example, Bates et al. (2023), in a quantitative study of how
parents with children in primary schools in Northern Ireland
had responded to the pandemic using data gathered prior
to the second lockdown, noted a “deepening of inequities”
(p. 25) in the first lockdown and serious challenges related
to access to digital devices. Using well-established means
of identifying social class through children’s entitlement to
free school meals that is used as a proxy to measure social
disadvantage in Northern Ireland, they also noted that these
parents were slightly more likely to struggle with access
to the Internet than parents whose children were not on
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free school meals. In another study carried out by Walsh et
al. (2020) early in the pandemic it was noted that parents
educated to degree level were more likely to be actively
involved in helping their children’s learning at home than
parents who did not have a degree who were less confident.
Based on Northern Ireland data collected in February 2021
from primary and secondary schools, Purdy et al. (2021)
also reported that “home-schooling favours children with
better-educated parents who (as in 2020) felt more confi-
dent in their home-schooling role and were more likely to
play an active role in supporting their child’s learning” (p.
1).

Similarly, Roulston et al. (2020), in another study of the
impact of the pandemic on parents with children in sec-
ondary schools in Ireland and Northern Ireland, suggested
that social class was impacting children’s capacity to learn
effectively from home. Their research also refers to the
observations of Selwyn and Jandric (2020) that, until the
pandemic, most school information and communication
technologies (ICT) systems assumed that learning mainly
took place in the school, with lip service paid to what
happens in the home.

The evidence that supports the view that social class
played a key role in the quality of children’s learning during
the pandemic is not, however, completely clear-cut. For
example, a study on the impact of the pandemic on families
in the United States (Chen et al., 2022) showed that while
learners from low-income families and parents of colour
experienced greater financial hardship than white parents
with a higher income, this latter group were more likely to
feel stressed over structuring home learning environments
and planning educational and physical activities at home for
their children (ibid).

3. Research questions

Our analysis of all these previous studies on the impact of
the pandemic led us to focus our research on four questions.
The first was around whether the socio-economic status of
parents affected their capacity to become digital tutors in
their children’s education. Given the extensive coverage of
this significant question and the strong indication that the
pandemic had widened differences based on social class
(see, for example, Reimers, 2022) we used a qualitative
approach to test this claim. We used this approach to enable
us to explore the views of parents, teachers and children
across different types of schools in different countries to give
us a rich seam of data.

Studies in Technology Enhanced Learning, 3(3)

This also included assessing whether poor Internet con-
nectivity was affected more by social class than geographical
location, given that rural areas in many countries have been
reported to have worse connectivity than those in urban set-
tings, and that location can, in fact, be more important than
socio-economic status. For example, a 2021 report from the
United States of America’s (USAs) Federal Communications
Commission noted that 30% of rural Americans did not have
access to broadband compared to only 2% of urban Amer-
icans, while a report from the Pew Research Foundation
(Vogels, 2019) found that even among those with similar
levels of income and education, rural residents were less
likely to own a smartphone than their urban counterparts.

We also believe that it was not possible to understand the
role of parents in digital education without setting it in the
wider context of what governments and schools were doing
to create opportunities for parents to engage with their
children’s learning during the pandemic. This question has
not been fully explored in other studies.

Our second research question, therefore, was to ask how
five primary and secondary schools in each of four different
European countries had been enabled to have a robust
digital structure that included the potential for learning
from home. Although some studies have compared how
countries have responded to the pandemic (see, for example,
Betthduser et al., 2023; Vincent-Lancrin et al., 2022), there
is limited empirical research relating to the commonalities
and differences in the ways in which parents have engaged
in digital education across countries.

We also wanted to capture the whole experience of the
pandemic rather than the response to the first lockdown,
which meant gathering data in May-June 2021, when
schools were returning to some sort of normality. This was
important because we wanted to explore what schools had
learned from the first lockdown, how they had interacted
with parents and what changes they planned in working
with parents in the event of a second lockdown. This issue
had not received much focus in other research and led us
to a third research question, which examined the evolving
responsiveness of schools to the concerns of parents. It
was also important to try to understand a number of other
variables that might have played a part in how parents
responded to the notion that they should take on the role of
what we call ‘proto-online tutors’. The first of these variables
was the type of school attended by children. For example,
previous research in Northern Ireland (Lloyd & Devine,
2016) showed that, long before the pandemic, parents often
had a close partnership with schools, described by Epstein
in her ‘Six types of Involvement’ model (2019) where
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parent and school develop an inter-dependent relationship.
In three of the four countries involved in our study, the
Catholic Church managed a significant number of schools.
Similarly, it seemed possible that parents whose children
attended private schools, as opposed to state schools, might
have a greater involvement with their children’s education.
Furthermore, at least one of the schools in our research
was established by parents who wanted their children from
different religious backgrounds to be educated together. Our
fourth research question, therefore, was whether the type
of school children attended made a difference to the way
that parents developed as digital tutors. In summary, our
four research questions covered aspects of parents’ roles in
digital education that were all significant and in the case of
questions two, three and four had not been asked before.

4. Research design

The researchers adopted a multiple case study approach
to analyse the context and processes involved in the phe-
nomenon. Yin (1994) defines a case study as an empirical
research activity that examines a specific action in a bound-
ed environment using empirical material collected in several
different ways. The objective of a case study is to conduct
intensive research on specific cases, such as individuals,
groups, institutes, or communities, to identify essential
factors, processes, and relationships. Case studies are
preferred when the researcher has little control over events
and focuses on a contemporary phenomenon in a real-life
context (Yin, 1994).

4.1 Research participants

One hundred and ninety-four people participated in the
study. In each country, the researchers selected the partici-
pants from five primary and post-primary schools through
purposeful sampling (Cohen & Manion, 1994), based on
specific criteria related to the location of the school-urban
or rural, private, or public-and the willingness of the school
staff to participate in the study. Of the 194 participants, 81

were school staff, teachers, and principals; 79 were students;
and 29 were parents. Table 1 presents the number of
participants in each country.

4.2 Data collection

Data collection for all the case studies was conducted
between March and October 2021. Research data were
selected using semi-structured interview protocols. A case
study protocol is a formal document that captures the entire
set of procedures involved in collecting empirical material
(Yin, 2009). It allows researchers to gather evidence,
empirical material analysis, and case study reporting (Yin,
1994). With the participants’ permissions, interviews were
audio-recorded to allow them to be subsequently transcribed
and analysed.

For each school, researchers collected data on the
school’s name, location, type of school (public/private),
number of students, number of teachers, teachers’ years
of teaching experience, and the challenges the school staff
faced during Covid-19 lockdowns. The interview protocol for
school staff included questions regarding teachers’ years of
experience, knowledge, and experience in teaching using the
blended learning method; support received from the school
during closures; the school’s approach in implementing
blended learning; factors hindering or facilitating the use of
blended learning; policies around teaching, learning, and
assessment; and links with parents. Regarding the parents,
interview data were collected about socio-economic back-
ground/education level/vocational background, migration
background, experiences of children’s learning during the
lockdown, factors that helped or hindered remote/blended
learning, participation in joint decision-making and planning
related to blended learning at their child’s school, relation-
ship with the classroom teacher, and roles in facilitating their
child’s blended learning at home. Following this, interviews
were transcribed and analysed to form an overall cross-case
interpretation of the findings following Yin’s (2014) pro-
cedures for case study analysis, which involves compiling,
disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding.

Table 1. The number of participants in each of the four countries

Country Number of Number of Number of Number of
schools school staff students parents
Cyprus 5 20 20 7
Ireland 5 30 19 6
Malta 5 25 23 5
Northern Ireland 5 11 17 11

Studies in Technology Enhanced Learning, 3(3)
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5. Findings

5.1 Research question 1: To what extent did socio-
economic status affect parental involvement in
children’s learning during the pandemic?

While we did not ask questions directly about whether
socio-economic class had affected parents’ roles in support-
ing their children’s learning, evidence emerged from the
interviews which suggested this was an extremely complex
issue. For example, in the three state schools in Cyprus,
teachers reported a serious lack of engagement by many
parents with low socio-economic status, but these were often
the parents of immigrant families. In one of the primary
schools, 80% of the 250 pupils did not have Greek, the lan-
guage of instruction, as their first language. Teachers report-
ed that the role of the parents was non-existent, with some
exceptions, because in many cases, the children spoke Greek
and the parents spoke neither Greek nor English, so they did
not show interest in contacting the school to support their
children. Parents rarely responded to teachers’ messages or
school calls. For this reason, school announcements started
to be translated through Google Translate in many different
languages as per the parents’ preferred language, to inform
them of the distance program and their responsibilities in
helping their children send their homework to teachers using
Viber (a VoIP and instant messaging app used in the school).

However, these non-Greek speaking families also experi-
enced an additional set of problems related to access to the
digital technology that schools began to use, particularly
during the second lockdown. In fact, there were three
interlinked problems with digital access, namely connectivity
(i.e., having good quality Internet and Wi-Fi access in the
home), provision of sufficient devices that were compatible
with the school’s ICT system, and having the knowledge
to deal with this. We noted earlier in this paper that Wi-Fi
problems were more frequently found in rural areas than
in urban settings and were a greater barrier to connectivity
than social class. Our data provide some support for this;
for example, parents in rural schools in Northern Ireland
were far more likely to report connectivity as a problem than
those in towns.

I live out in the country so my Wi-Fi is really bad. I have
2 brothers and a mum and a dad and they’re teachers as
well and we can only have one person online at once,
so we had to keep taking it in turns. We all had lots of
arguments because of that and whose work was most
important, that was horrid (pupil, secondary school,
Northern Ireland)

Studies in Technology Enhanced Learning, 3(3)

Similar problems were reported by one of the teachers in
a primary school in Ireland, who commented that ‘we found
out that one pupil was working off mobile data at home...
it’s a rural area here so a lot of them might not have good
broadband at home.” (assistant principal, primary school,
Ireland).

Furthermore, urban schools in Northern Ireland were
better able to reach out to parents to help with devices in
the knowledge that the broadband infrastructure was in
place. This meant that even in schools with high levels of
free school meals (FSM) - one measure of socioeconomic
status - teachers were able to mitigate potential disadvan-
tages through the provision of devices and hands-on advice.
In one school with 68% of pupils on FSM, the school not
only loaned laptops to those in need, but the ICT technician
also made 150 home visits to help install them and support
parents. More broadly, the way that schools responded to the
evolving stages of the pandemic clearly made a difference
to what parents were able to do, and we examine this more
closely in research question three in a sub-section following.

Another complicating factor in the question of whether
socio-economic status played a role in parental support for
digital education was that many parents with professional
backgrounds were expected to work from home during the
pandemic and, in many cases, this meant working online.
They might have had ICT expertise and knowledge of the
curriculum, but they were often expected to focus on their
own work. Furthermore, the number of children in the
family, who may all have needed access to the Internet could
cause domestic tension; as one parent reported:

There were four people in our house using broadband for
work and school all week and this caused real upset, my
eldest got upset if she couldn’t get on Google Classroom
and sometimes we couldn’t get access to our work
documents ‘cos the kids were in live teaching sessions
(parent, secondary school, Northern Ireland)

The age of the children in the family could also make
a difference; one of the parents in Malta said, ‘for younger
children, I had no other option but to stop working because
they cannot be left alone’. In other cases, the key issue, as
one parent in Ireland said, was whether parents had both
the time and ICT expertise to help:

Our family situation is different to most. I work remotely,
so I work from home, and my wife is a homemaker at
home all the time, so it was helped by our circumstances.
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Free and flexible, I am there able to help get set up, if
something goes wrong with the Internet, things like that.
(parent, primary school, Ireland)

It seems clear that not all parents were able to become
co-tutors, and the reasons for this are complex; teachers in
two of the schools in Ireland noted that even when they had
provided devices for pupils and knew there was broadband
in pupils’ homes, ‘a minority of pupils did not engage’ (prin-
cipal, primary school, Ireland). Another teacher, working
in a secondary school, observed that the main problem was
that pupils from some backgrounds needed a structured day
to be able to learn, and that ‘difficult family circumstances’
made this problematic (ICT coordinator, secondary school,
Ireland).

We might conclude by saying that socio-economic status
on its own was neither a reliable predictor of disadvantage
nor a barrier to parents becoming co-tutors; many other
factors, such as whether parents were recent migrants, the
quality of Wi-Fi in the area, the number of children in the
family, parental expertise in ICT and school intervention
were all important variables.

5.2 Research question 2: Were there differences in the
ways in which parents engaged in digital education
across the 4 countries, Malta, Cyprus, Ireland, and
Northern Ireland?

The study found no apparent differences among coun-
tries regarding parental engagement methods with their
children’s learning. However, a notable finding emerged
from this research. Rather than highlighting varying levels of
parental engagement per country, the data’s limited sample
size precluded any comprehensive comparison of education-
al systems. Instead, the study’s noteworthy finding is the
broadly consistent responses across all surveyed countries.
These results confirm existing literature on certain anteced-
ent variables impacting parental engagement. For instance,
factors such as the presence of infrastructural resources and
parents’ capacities to engage were influential in shaping
parental engagement patterns with their children’s learning.

In terms of infrastructural resources, a survey of parents’
and caregivers’ experience of home-schooling in Northern
Ireland found that only half of children had their own
device to access online resources for schoolwork (Walsh et
al., 2020, p. 4). In the case of Ireland, PISA 2018 datasets
also reveal how unprepared Ireland was for homeschooling,
where 86% of students reported having a computer they
could use for school work, which is lower than the OECD
average (89%). For those from the bottom quartile of the

socio-economic distribution, 73% of students reported
having a computer they could use for school work, which

is lower than the OECD average (78%) (OECD, 2020, p.

4). As with Ireland and Northern Ireland, issues relating to
the availability of resources required for parents to support
students with remote learning have also been documented
in Malta and Cyprus. In the case of Malta, a study by
Deguara et al. (2022), for example, found that while 69%
of students had access to a shared device at home, “a fifth
(20.6%) of the respondents indicated that their child had
their own laptop, 6.3% stated that their children had their
own desktop computer, while 15.9% followed online lessons
from a mobile device” (2022, p. 46). There is some evidence
that schools in Northern Ireland were infrastructurally well
resourced, with decades of educational technology invest-
ment (Roulston et al., 2020) citing National Foundation for
Education Research (NFER):

Generally, principals in Northern Ireland reported that
their schools were less prepared to enhance learning and
teaching using digital devices than schools across the
OECD, although they had a greater number of computers
per pupil than the OECD on average. (NFER, 2019, p. 6)

Roulston et al. (2023) conclude that the result of uneven
patterns of teacher professional development in the use
of ICT, and a lack of clarity surrounding teacher digital
competences, affected the capacity of schools to make best
use of the infrastructure. As with other countries, similar
issues relating to the lack of appropriate resources required
for remote learning have also been highlighted. In Cyprus, a
study by Takir (2022) of Cypriot parents’ views about online
education during the Covid-19 pandemic also revealed that
“the devices used to attend online lessons had to be shared
between family members, especially when multiple lessons
of each member was taking place at the same time” (p. 5).

As alluded to earlier, research derived from this study
also corroborates previous research on the capacity of
parents to engage with their children’s learning. As one
parent from Northern Ireland in Walsh et al. (2020, p. 97)
succinctly put it:

I am not a teacher. I don’t want to be a teacher. Trying

to teach my children round the kitchen table, who are at
different stages needing different levels of parental input
is like visiting the seventh circle of hell!!!! Why was this
ever even considered possible??

This perspective also resonates with an online survey

of parents of primary-age pupils in Northern Ireland by
Bates et al. (2022), where it was found that approximately

Studies in Technology Enhanced Learning, 3(3)
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75% of parents experienced a range of difficulties with

their children’s learning during the pandemic. However,

the challenges faced by parents to support their children’s
remote learning were not only limited to Northern Ireland.
In the case of Ireland, one parent in Burke and Dempsey
(2020) stated: “My mental wellbeing suffered greatly during
lockdown and being at home trying to home school my own
children look after a toddler and run online class and attend
to management matters. [ have an Assistant Principal’s post
so with that the responsibility of a year group which only
added to the stress” (p. 30). For Malta, the lack of time avail-
able for parents to support their children’s remote learning
has also been highlighted in Milsfud (2022), with one parent
stating:

there’s this perception that if you're working at home,
you can somehow balance the work life and the parental
life... that’s not possible... you really wish to help the
kids and you can't... I didn’t have time for them (p. 408).

Similar issues relating to the capacity of parents to
support their children’s learning have also been documented
in Cyprus where, according to Panaoura (2020), “Anxiety,
uncertainty, more negative beliefs and self-efficacy beliefs
about their contribution to their children’s learning were
obvious” (p. 72). Indeed, in line with previous literature
on parents’ capacities to support their children’s remote
learning, it is evident that some households were better able
to cope than others:

We both unfortunately had to carry on working through
the pandemic, and then obviously juggling home-school-
ing as well and that was where I felt the families who
had a stay-at-home mum or dad full-time coped with

it a lot better, whereas we were two working parents.
(parent, primary school, Northern Ireland)

The parents were not familiar with the technology.
(teacher, primary school, Cyprus)

In summary, with reference to the literature and based
on an analysis of participant interviews from the schools
in the four countries that participated in the multiple case
study, there were no discernible between-country differences
relating to parental engagement with their children’s
learning during the period of data collection where the same
issues such as lack of resources were constant across schools
in all four countries. However, to concur with Karpava
(2022), commenting on student and teachers’ perceptions of
online and hybrid teaching during the pandemic in Cyprus
that we suggest can be equally applied to this study, “more
research is needed with more participants, both teachers and

Studies in Technology Enhanced Learning, 3(3)

students, in Cyprus and abroad to produce valid and reliable
results regarding students’ needs, challenges, and opportuni-
ties related to online and hybrid learning and critical digital

literacy” (p. 5).

5.3 Research question 3: How did the response of
schools to the pandemic evolve and what impact
did this have on parents?

Our starting point was that it was not possible to un-
derstand the roles of parents during the pandemic without
examining how schools’ responses to the pandemic evolved
between March 2020 and June 2021. Across all four coun-
tries in our study, the first lockdown, from March to June
2020, was marked by confusion and uncertainty on the part
of the parents and schools. Hard-copy resources were dis-
patched by primary schools in many cases, and tentative first
steps were taken around the use of online communication
tools to share pupil resources with parents and give them
and their children the means of contacting the teaching staff.

One of the teachers from Northern Ireland expressed a
widespread view in our study:

we were using a lot of technology a lot of websites, and
we were just emailing them... the worksheets. If there
were parents who got back to us and said that they didn’t
have access to printers or scanners, we then printed all
the work and put it into folders for them to collect. And
so, it was quite chaotic. (teacher, primary school, North-
ern Ireland)

However, one thing became clear early in the first
lockdown period: the relationship between parents, schools,
and digital education had to change from parents as gate-
keepers or facilitators to something else, where they were
more actively involved. It took time for digital solutions to
emerge, and when they did, there was considerable variation
not only between countries, but also within countries and
schools (although it should be noted that variation between
schools within a country mean that individual school cases
cannot be seen as representative of the country). The most
telling period in understanding school responsiveness
was after the first lockdown and before the second one in
January 2021. The months between June 2020 and January
2021 saw several significant developments in some, but not
all, schools in our study. We grouped these into three broad
categories.

The first relates to what we call helping to make parents
and children better prepared for digital education. A key
problem was uneven access to hardware for the pupils. In
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all four countries, government agencies responsible for ed-
ucation began to provide additional devices and, in at least
one case, vouchers for Wi-Fi access in pupils’ homes (e.g.,
Department of Education, Northern Ireland, July 2020).
However, many schools took their own initiatives to address
the shortage of devices, and interview data from all the
schools in all four countries showed that some set up loan
schemes for parents to borrow laptops, others worked in
partnership with local churches, and in one case, the school
made extensive use of ICT technicians for home support.
One ICT coordinator at an Irish secondary school reflected
this widespread response:

If a student didn’t have a device, we had devices for
them. Provided laptops. iPads. We also provided support
to students around how to use the software and the dif-
ferent technologies. We added a section on to the school
website with different guides and videos and a lot of that
was informed by the survey they did, what students told
us they found hard. (ICT coordinator, secondary school,
Ireland)

A minority of schools sent a survey to parents in June
2020 to identify what was needed to make digital education
work better; this in turn led them to accelerate the profes-
sional development of their teaching staff to prepare them to
teach synchronously. When schools reopened in September
2020, some schools started moving homework online for
older pupils in case of a second lockdown. These decisive
steps were most likely to occur in schools where there was a
kind of leadership that anticipated problems, galvanised staff
to undertake professional development, developed coherent
remote learning policies for all staff, and had the informa-
tion to target the families most in need of support.

However, there were some formidable obstacles: some
teacher trade unions in two of the countries, Cyprus and
Northern Ireland, provided stringent thresholds for live
teaching as advice to their members (e.g., NASUWT, 2020).
In Cyprus, it was reported that this was a major reason for
pupils’ disengagement from learning, particularly in homes
that were already disadvantaged. Our evidence also shows
that in the schools in all four countries, some schools found
it difficult to motivate all staff to start live lessons online. In
the case of schools in Malta, one of the teachers said there
was ‘resistance due to fear of the unknown’ (teacher, Malta)
while another noted that ‘it requires a lot of training and
a change of mindset... you must look at learning with a
different path’ (teacher, Malta).

The second change in the schools that affected parents
was the move to real-time online lessons. When the second
lockdown occurred in January 2021, many of the schools in
our study moved to delivering at least some lessons to older
primary and secondary pupils in real-time sessions. When
this did not happen, parents were disappointed; inevitably,
parents compared their own children’s experiences with
those of friends and neighbours. In one of the primary
schools in Northern Ireland, one parent noted that teachers
were available online and that there was a ‘social element’
to the interaction in the work on Microsoft Teams; however,
what their children wanted was much more direct contact
with their teacher. The same parent was aware that many
other schools were doing exactly that and wondered ‘well
why don’t they... do that with ours. Yes, so it would have
seemed like an obvious thing to do’. One example of what
could be done came from another primary school:

The parents might have got in touch to say, can you
give us a bit more help, so then you came back online
early afternoon. And that was really to go through the
answers of the group, go through any issues, and then
the children would upload the work. And then you were
online until three o’clock; you were still online available
for messages, you know, because the children messaged
you, and they really loved sending their photographs of
their work as well, so there was a lot of that going on.
(teacher, primary school, Northern Ireland)

The third trend that emerged from our analysis of inter-
views was a very concerted drive during the second lock-
down across several schools to monitor children’s attendance
in online classes, to follow through with telephone calls, and
sometimes home visits for those who were missing. This
meant a recalibration of the relationship between home and
school where teachers recognised the strain that the pan-
demic was putting on parents’ and children’s mental health
and providing additional targeted support. One teacher
described this evolving response from the school:

During the previous lockdown, learning for children
from disadvantaged backgrounds was limited. We found
that they were not participating at all because, first, they
struggled with their ICT literacy, but also, they were the
ones who needed to be in school, having the direction,
having the focus, maybe they did not have the support
at home, or the understanding at home to help them.
So, this [second] lockdown, we targeted those children,
and we invited those children into school, to ensure that
there could still have learning happening... because if
they were at home, nothing was happening. (teacher,
primary school, Northern Ireland)
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In summary, we conclude that in a minority of schools,
conditions were created that helped some parents gradually
take on the role of tutors. Not all schools were able to
improve the quality of learning that was provided when
we compare the first and second lockdowns; we examine
some of the reasons for this in the final research question to
consider whether the type of school, state or private, secular
of faith-based, primary, or secondary affected the experience
of parents.

5.4 Research question 4: Did the type of school affect
how parents embrace digital learning?

We collected data from a wide range of schools, both
primary and post-primary, those that were state and private,
others that had close links with the Catholic Church, and one
where parents had been involved in setting up the school.
Did the type of school children attended make any difference
to the ways that parents adopted digital education?

5.4.1 State and private schools: Evidence from Cyprus

Two of the five schools in Cyprus where data were
collected were private and English speaking, and teachers
reported that they had a very good relationship with parents
before the pandemic, and this strong link continued during
the lockdown with parents described by teachers as being
‘very cooperative and supportive’. One of the teachers
commented that ‘the parents showed interest and we
provided psychological support and guidance’. In the other
private school, most parents were also described as being
supportive during online lessons and were around the house
when needed, but a minority did not participate at all, and
it was left up to the student to manage on their own. In all
three state schools, the role of the parents was described
as non-existent, except when they were contacted directly
by the principal. As we noted earlier, state schools had to
cope with a multitude of different languages: parents who
were often migrants and, more generally, had significant
socio-economic challenges, including less familiarity with
technology and worse access to the Internet. Although teach-
ers responded professionally, parents from one of the state
schools said that the links between parents and teachers had
changed during the pandemic because there was no face-to-
face communication, which had damaged the relationship.

Studies in Technology Enhanced Learning, 3(3)

5.4.2 Schools with a religious ethos

In Northern Ireland, two schools where data were
collected were managed by the Catholic Church, two were
state schools (nominally Protestant), and one was integrat-
ed with children from a variety of religious and cultural
backgrounds.

In Catholic maintained secondary schools, parents report-
ed that the pandemic had brought them much closer to their
children’s work and were taken aback by the volume of work
that teachers required students to do. Indeed, this reached a
point where parents had to complain to the school because
their children were exhausted from their long sessions
online. The school listened, ‘pulled back’ and accepted that
not every single lesson had to be online and ‘from then on
the pace slowed down a little, it became more realistic’. In
other words, parents behaved like gatekeepers, but did so
in response to the demands of the school rather than the
demands of their children.

In the other Catholic maintained school, a primary
school serving a community where 68% of the children
were entitled to free school meals, the parents interviewed
were warm in their praise for the partnership with the
school. They were able to observe through the online work
how teachers built a rapport with all the children, ‘not
just the bright ones’ (parent). They were fully aware that
the school would be in touch with them if their children
missed a lesson but saw this in a positive light, as the school
showed concern for the children’s well-being. They positively
commented on how they enjoyed the challenge of their
new roles as tutors. But this also meant recognising their
limitations; as one parent said, ‘my son realised that he was
not going to get enough help from me to fix things... so then
he interacted with the school.” They also came to appreciate
the speed with which teachers responded and more broadly,
their wider role. One parent stated the following:

the teachers were constantly online, probably longer
than they should have been... I can see a lot of hard work
went in and I have to say that... what you don’t see is
the lovely healthy relationship with all the pupils in their
class, just in the mornings, all those little things that we
don’t get when we drop them off at the door.

Pupils were also clear that their parents were much more
involved in their schoolwork than had been the case before
the pandemic, including starting to come to grips with
digital learning; one of them put it like this:
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My Mummy would definitely have helped me more than
what she would have if it was some homework... she
wouldn’t really help me that much, but she helped me
(during the pandemic). She was checking on me to make
folders.

While the evidence from the two schools with a religious
ethos supports the contention that there was a resilient part-
nership between parents, teachers, and pupils, with parents
being more involved than before the pandemic, this was also
a feature of two of the remaining schools, one integrated
and a state junior high school. In the integrated school,
parents reported that ‘channels of communication always
remained open’, and as one parent noted, the message from
the school was all about solidarity:

The message that we got from the school was always, it’s
a difficult situation for everybody;, it’s difficult for parents,
it’s difficult for kids. Do not ruin your relationship with
your children. Do what you can, and we’ll get there
together’. (parent, Northern Ireland)

Alongside this was the need for parents to protect their
younger children from what one of them perceived as ‘too
much screen time’; this parent said:

I found that a lot of the work for the six-year-old was
on the iPad... and my worry was just that he was then
spending a lot of time on the screen... I would say the
school provided plenty of variation in terms of that
work, but personally I would have preferred if he maybe
had a bit more paper based learning. (parent, Northern
Ireland)

So here again, parents were nudged into being the
‘gatekeeper,” but doing this within a different partnership
with the school than before the pandemic.

In the junior high school, parents showed a real appreci-
ation of the different roles that real-time and asynchronous
learning could play; one of them whose son with autistic
spectrum disorder reported that:

They made it very easy with everything on Google Class-
room and daily update and daily access to teachers...
that was every day, the teachers on that timetable were
putting work up, and they were interacting, and they
were able to give immediate feedback. I thought... it was
really good. (parent, Northern Ireland)
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While some commented positively on live lessons, others
said that asynchronous activities were less stressful; overall,
these parents of pupils aged 8-14 years were clearly reflect-
ing on what it was to be a parent in the digital world. When
asked about what they hoped would be retained after the
end of the pandemic, one of them said:

Online element should continue. I think it’s very easy
for me as a parent to keep track of what’s going on with
the learner and with the use of Google Classroom and...
hopefully that continues because I do find it very useful
to keep that kind of relationship between parents, child
and teacher going. (parent, Northern Ireland)

It should be acknowledged that comments such as these
were rare; parents in Malta simply wanted things to go back
to the way they were, and this was also the case in Ireland,
where we found negligible differences in the views of
parents from different types of schools. Only in Cyprus can
a case be made for saying that the type of school, whether
state or private, made a difference according to our sample.

6. Discussion and conclusion

This paper addressed four research questions to gain in-
sights into parental involvement in children’s learning during
the pandemic, the differences in parental engagement across
the school samples in each of the countries, the evolution of
school responses, and the impact of school type on parental
engagement. By intertwining these research questions, we
can develop a unique and comprehensive understanding of
the multifaceted factors influencing parental involvement
and the role of schools in supporting digital education.

Research Question 1 examined the impact of socio-eco-
nomic status on parental involvement. The findings revealed
that socio-economic status alone was not a reliable predictor
of parental engagement. While low socio-economic status
was associated with a lack of engagement in some cases,
other factors such as immigrant status, language barriers,
access to technology, location and parental expertise in ICT
played significant roles. Parents from diverse backgrounds
faced unique challenges in supporting their children’s
learning during the pandemic.

Research Question 2 delved into the differences in paren-
tal engagement across the schools in the four countries: Mal-
ta, Cyprus, Ireland, and Northern Ireland. Despite variations
in educational systems and cultural contexts, there were no
discernible differences in parental engagement. Common
challenges such as limited access to resources and parents’
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Figure 1. CAPTURE model illustrating the interconnected factors influencing parental involvement in children’s learning

during the pandemic

capacities to engage with digital education were prevalent
across the schools in all countries. The lack of resources,
including devices and reliable Internet connectivity, hindered
parental involvement in supporting their children’s learning.

Research Question 3 explored the evolution of school re-
sponses and its impact on parents. Three key developments
emerged during the study period. Firstly, schools took steps
to better prepare parents and children for digital education
by providing additional devices and addressing connectivity
issues. Secondly, schools transitioned to real-time online
lessons, aiming to enhance engagement and provide a more
structured learning experience. Lastly, schools intensified
efforts to monitor attendance, offer pastoral support, and
establish closer relationships with families. These responsive
measures played a crucial role in shaping parental involve-
ment and bridging the gap between home and school.

Studies in Technology Enhanced Learning, 3(3)

Research Question 4 investigated whether the type of
school influenced parental embrace of digital learning. While
some differences were observed based on school type, such
as private schools and those with a religious ethos fostering
resilient partnerships between parents, teachers, and
students, the impact varied in the schools across countries.
Factors like language barriers, socio-economic disadvantag-
es, and parental involvement had varying degrees of influ-
ence on parental engagement, highlighting the importance
of contextual factors.

Findings from this research have been distilled and
presented in Figure 1 to support dissemination and inter-
pretation. Figure 1 presents a visual representation of the
interconnected factors, based on this research, which schools
and policymakers can use to develop strategies to promote
inclusive and effective parental involvement in digital
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education, ensuring that all families have the necessary
resources and direction to support their children’s learning
during challenging times.

Given that our data were collected immediately after
the end of the second lockdown, there should be caution
about any claims related to longer-term changes in the role
of parents and digital education. What we can say with con-
fidence was that the pandemic pushed many parents along
what Alexander (2003), in a different context, has called the
journey from acclimation to proficiency. Our evidence sug-
gests that parents were more likely to become proficient in
the use of digital learning in support of their children when
particular conditions were met. These included whether the
country where their children were at school had a strong
ICT infrastructure that embraced every school. A further
key condition was the quality of Wi-Fi in the home with the
probability that those in urban areas had a better experience
than those in the countryside. While socio-economic factors
played a role, we have endeavoured to show that this is
a complex equation in which a number of other variables
played a role. In the schools in one country, however, parents
whose children attended fee-paying private schools had a
closer partnership with the school and this led to a more
positive learning experience for their children.

Finally, it must also be noted that one of the most signif-
icant desiderata for parental involvement in their children’s
learning relates not so much to that of the mode of learning
that is used, but rather that of school leaders having in place
mechanisms and supports to create a genuinely reciprocal
and non-hierarchical culture of engagement between
school leaders, teachers and parents (Brown et al., 2019;
Faddar et al., 2021). In this research, it was found that,
where parental engagement between school personnel and
parents was high, school leaders and teachers were able to
support parents and students with issues relating to blended
learning. It is suggested that it is these school factors where
elements of blended learning will be most likely retained,
and that greater engagement by parents will be sustained.
However, further research is needed to establish whether the
changes required of parents and schools by the pandemic
were a short-lived reaction to an emergency or a moment
of disruption that has created new opportunities for closer
parental engagement through digital education.
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