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Abstract

Parent involvement in and engagement with children's learning, play an important role in influencing
schoolchildren’s engagement, achievement, and school completion; this became even more crucial
during the COVID-19 pandemic that swept the world in early 2020. Given the paucity of research
exploring parental attitudes to and experiences of blended and online learning, both before and during
the pandemic, a case study of parents in the United Kingdom (UK) (n = 552, representing 1,038 school-
aged children) was conducted from June to September 2020, using an online survey, with both closed
and open-ended questions, as well as semi-structured interviews (n = 14). The survey results revealed
that the schoolchildren mostly used a laptop, tablet or smartphone to undertake their learning, with
parents reporting a rise in the use of live lesson, videos, Google Classroom, and online communities
during lockdown, reflecting the tools that parents found were most useful for their children's learning, as
well as the most engaging. Whilst parents felt slightly more aware of the work their children were doing,
they reported that they felt less connected to the school community, and that their children were not
more engaged or learning better as a result of using technology during the lockdown.

Keywords: COVID-19, parent involvement, student engagement, digital technology, emergency remote
teaching, K-12.

1 INTRODUCTION

Parent involvement in and engagement with children's learning have been shown to strongly influence
engagement, motivation, achievement, and school completion ([1], [2], [3]). Familial factors that have
been shown to influence teaching and learning include parental attitude towards learning, self-efficacy,
engagement with tasks and activities, level of communication with schools, and ICT skills and knowledge
([4], [B]); factors that became abundantly more evident and important during the COVID-19 pandemic
([6]). Pedagogical approaches utilising digital technologies, such as the flipped learning approach, have
previously pointed towards enhanced parental and student engagement in learning ([7]). Whilst digital
learning materials have the potential to enable parents’ involvement in their children's schoolwork ([8],
[9]), evidence of and guidance for schools to effectively use technology to enhance parent engagement
has been limited ([10], [11]). Furthermore, the abrupt switch to emergency remote education meant
intense professional development for teachers [12]), ([13]); introducing new ways of teaching and
learning involving digital technologies that many were not prepared for, or experienced with ([7], [12]).

Despite many schools and teachers around the world reporting that digital technologies were
satisfactory during the pandemic, and had prevented a collapse of the educational system ([13]), there
have been serious concerns in relation to digital inequality, impacting teaching and learning during the
lockdown, including a lack of digital infrastructure, access to devices, or knowledge and support on how
to use digital technologies and resources for learning ([14], [15], [16], [17]). Reports have highlighted an
imminent risk that a large proportion of students will fall behind and that they will not receive the
education they are entitled to ([18]). The OECD ([19]) found a 40% difference in the availability of
adequate digital technologies between advantaged and disadvantaged schools. Other studies have
nuanced this further and concluded that almost one-third of Italian students had not been able to
participate in distance education ([17]), and that half of German students could participate in online
teaching once a week, with only 6% receiving education every day ([20]).

The situation was similar in the UK ([21]), where all schools were closed by 20th March 2020, except for
vulnerable children and the children of those considered to be essential workers ([22]). A study of 5,582
families in England ([23]), carried out during the beginning of the first lockdown, found that 10% of
children in primary school were using a mobile phone for learning or had no access to a device at all,
and only around half had access to a computer for learning. However, even in cases where families did
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have access to devices, they reported difficulties accessing online materials and being told how they
could effectively support their children's learning. In Northern Ireland, for example, a survey of 1,905
parents to children in post-primary school ([24]) found that whilst 87% of parents reported their children
using Learning Management Systems (LMS) such as Google Classroom or Seesaw, only 54% were
shown how to access the online materials provided, and 65% of parents reported having difficulties in
supporting their children's learning. Parent-teacher communication, and teacher-student communication
(i.e., giving schoolwork feedback), were other difficulties that parents reported on ([25]). Parents of
school children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) were particularly concerned
about not receiving adequate instructions (i.e., how to use digital technologies, not being provided with
differentiated materials and knowledge to guide their children's learning) ([26]).

A rapid review of COVID-19 related research exploring teaching and learning during the pandemic,
revealed that 12% of studies included participants from the UK ([6]), but only four of these focused on
parent perceptions ([26], [27], [28], [29]). Given the importance of parent engagement for children's
learning, and the relative paucity of research exploring parental attitudes to and experiences of blended
and online learning, both before and during the pandemic, this paper seeks to gain a deeper
understanding of parent perceptions of digital technologies used during the first lockdown in the UK, but
perhaps more importantly, to gain an insight into how digital technologies could be harnessed going
forwards, and incorporated into teachers' regular practices ([12], [13]). Against this background, the
questions this paper seeks to answer are:

1  What devices did school children in the UK have access to at home during the COVID-19
pandemic?

What digital technologies do parents report schools used before and during the pandemic?

3 What are parents' perceptions of the digital technologies used by their children for learning during
the pandemic?

4 How did digital technologies affect parent engagement in their children's schoolwork?

2 METHODOLOGY

This paper is a part of a more extensive mixed methods study ([31]), which aims to capture both
quantitative aspects, lived experiences and attitudes of parents with schoolchildren in the UK, and the
use of digital technology tools for learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. An online survey was
distributed to answer the research questions. Semi-structured interviews were also undertaken, which
will be published elsewhere. Due to lockdown, participants were sought through a virtual social media
snowballing strategy ([32]), using Twitter, Facebook, and advertising online through UK university
networks. Participants were encouraged to share the study with other parents they knew and to share
or retweet the post online. Organisations such as Parentkind' were also contacted, and shared the
survey with parents in their networks. Although it is acknowledged that a snowball sampling technique
can exclude the possibility of some participants becoming involved due to not being part of particular
social networks ([33]), limited digital skills or low socioeconomic status ([34]), a modified snowball
sampling technique using social media was employed. This technique has been found effective for the
recruitment of parents and families to studies ([34], [35]).

2.1 Data collection

Initial ethical approval was sought and granted by the University College London (UCL) Institute of
Education (REC 1371, data protection registration number Z6364106/2020/06/14) before the study.
Data were collected through an online survey using Survey Monkey ([36]) between June and August
2020, which began with information about the purpose of the study, with participants then providing
informed consent; acknowledging that they understood their participation would be anonymous and that
they were free to withdraw at any time. Participants answered demographic questions (relating to the
country of residence, number of children, age of children and year level of children, level and type of
schooling), as well as both 5-point Likert questions and open-ended questions, sourced from previously
validated instruments; the 'Media Use Survey' ([37]), the 'I&CT Scale' ([38]), 'Parent elLearning
Perception' survey ([39]), and the 'Online Learning Readiness Scale' ([38]), which were also used in a
previous study on parent engagement and flipped learning ([8]). Some questions were adapted or added

" https://www.parentkind.org.uk/
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to fit the current circumstances, e.g. 'Do you feel that your child's school was quick to start using digital
technology following lockdown? Why/why not?".

2.2 Data analysis

Descriptive statistics were analysed using JASP version 0.14.1 and Excel version 16.48. While not all
questions in the survey were compulsory, data were checked for missing values, which are reported
with each question. The open-ended questions within the survey were read and open coded ([40]) by
highlighting phrases or sentences that identified how parents perceived the use of digital technologies
during the lockdown, as well as their connection to and communication with their children's school/s,
which were then classed into more refined themes and categories (All data can be accessed from [36]).

2.3 Participants

552 survey responses were received from parents of children in primary and secondary school in the
UK (see Table 1).

Table 1. Number of children per family across the sample

Demographic table of respondents n %  Cumulative % Mean SD
Region
England 474 859 85.9
Northern Ireland 17 3.1 89.0
Scotland 42 7.6 96.6
Wales 19 34 100
School level represented per household
Primary school 221 40.0 40.0
Primary and secondary school 173 313 71.3
Secondary school 158 28.6 100
School-aged children per household *
1 child 174 315 31.5
2 children 274 496 81.2
3 children 84 152 96.4
4 children 17 3.1 99.5
5 children 3 0.5 100
Average of school aged children per household 1.92 0.80

*Numbers refer to the number of children in primary and secondary school as reported by parents.
Respondents with children in nursery, infant school or Year 6 in Middle School were considered part of the
primary school sample.

The parents surveyed have 1,038 school-aged children between them (1,057 children total), the majority
of whom attended a state (government) school (92% parent respondents, n = 507) during the study
period. Most parents have one or two children, with quite an even spread across year levels; although
the highest reported year level was Year 5 ([see 36]).

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 Device access during lockdown

The most popular device that children had access to was a notebook or a laptop (73.64%, n = 405),
followed by a tablet/iPad (66.55%, n = 366) and a smartphone with internet access (64.97%, n = 357).
Interestingly, there was a difference between the number of parents who indicated their primary school
only children had access to a tablet (75%, n = 161) compared to secondary school only children (47%,
n =75). Notably, several parents mentioned having to share their work laptop with their children, as they
did not have a spare device, which was also found to be the case for families with primary school children
in Scotland ([25]). Only 30% of families reported using a desktop computer, although a surprising
number of families had a printer (63.64%, n = 350). Generally, parents in the survey reported reasonable
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internet connection quality, with 56.47% (n = 310) reporting that their connection was ‘very good’ or
‘excellent’. Only 7.47% (n = 41) reported that the speed is slow and that they have regular connection
issues, and 1.28% (n = 7) indicated that their connection is terrible, including two families who indicated
they did not have an internet connection at home.

3.2 Digital technology used for learning and communication in the UK

Parents were asked to identify which digital technology tools schools had been using for learning and
communication prior to and during the lockdown; 454 parents answered (see Table 2 for top ten and
[36] for the full table).

Table 2. Most frequently used technology tools by teachers for teaching, learning and communication
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, as perceived by parents

Rank (before  Rank (during % (before % (during

Digital technology " coyip.199  covip-19)  covip-199  covip-19) ~ Difference
School email 1 1 67% 44% 123%
Search engines 2 6 49% 25% 124%
School LMS 3 3 37% 36% 1%
Videos on YouTube 4 4 27% 29% 12%
Social networks 5 10 23% 12% 111%
Videos on school LMS 6 7 15% 24% 19%
Class Dojo 7 12 14% 7% 7%
Google Classroom 8 5 13% 27% 114%
Music 9 12 12% 7% 15%
Chat/instant messaging = 10 12% 12% =
Cloud storage 10 11 1% 9% 12%
Photo communities = 14 11% 4% 17%

*In Table 2 (=) refers to no change in the level of use

Before COVID-19, school email was the most used technology, with respondents reporting its use for
67% of their children and one parent crediting receiving emails from teachers with "keep[ing their] child
motivated [and being]... the most engaging" tool (Participant 490, Parent to children in Year 3 and Year
13). However, even though it remained the most used tool for learning and communication during
lockdown, the rate of reported use dropped by 23%, with this rate even higher for families with secondary
school children only (36% decrease). Given the shift to emergency remote education, it is perhaps
unsurprising that group/class conference calls saw a 39% increase overall, although there was some
disparity between primary school only families (27% increase) and secondary school only families
(52%). This difference in the use of live, synchronous video calls reflects previous findings in the UK
Household Longitudinal Study ([29]), where one-third of children in secondary school were found to be
receiving at least one online lesson a day, compared to 28% of children in primary school. In contrast to
this, videos available on school LMS and videos on YouTube increased for the children of primary school
only families (19% and 17% increase respectively). In contrast, they were reported to reduce for
secondary school only families (3% and 15% decrease respectively). Aside from an increase in the use
of collaborative online communities, such as Google Classroom, other asynchronous tools that promote
interaction and collaboration, such as social networking apps, wikis, chat/instant messaging, and
microblogging, were also reported to decrease for children in secondary school (22%, 5%, 8% and 9%
decreases respectively).

3.3 Parent attitudes towards and perceptions of digital technology tools during
the pandemic

To gain an understanding of parent attitudes and perceptions of digital technology, participants were
first asked to rate their IT skills, knowledge and use on a 5-point Likert scale ([36]). The parents in this
sample consider themselves confident users of IT; they feel very confident in using Microsoft Office
programs (M = 4.35, SD = 0.97), using the internet to find and gather information (M =4.71, SD = 0.63),
using the internet to communicate with others (e.g., via email) (M = 4.25, SD = 0.91), as well as to share
new information with others (M = 4.12, SD = 1.02). They feel slightly less confident with using
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collaborative documents online (M = 3.44, SD = 1.32), backing up data (M = 3.06, SD = 1.39) and
categorising emails (M = 2.95, SD = 1.46). Despite this, these parents feel that it is important for their
children’s future to know about (M = 4.38, SD = 0.84) and use online learning tools (M = 4.29, SD =
0.90), and they encourage their children to learn new things via online learning (M = 4.07, SD = 0.96).

Parents were also asked to rate how useful various digital technology tools have been for learning during
the pandemic on a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 being 'Not useful at all' and 5 being 'Very useful', to which
424 parents responded (see [36]). Interestingly, search engines were identified as the most useful by
parents (M = 4.26, SD = 1.06), despite a 23% decrease during the lockdown, with a staggering 40%
decrease in use reported by parents of children in secondary school. Online classroom communities
where school children "can communicate with [their] teachers" (Participant 496, Parent to child in Year
8) and where "everything [is] in one place [with] easy access to materials" (Participant 501, Parent to
child in Year 11), such as Google Classroom, were rated second most useful (M = 3.87, SD = 1.43),
followed by videos found on YouTube (M = 3.83, SD = 1.09) and videos on school LMS (M = 3.68, SD
= 1.22), as they can "illustrate small parts of work and methods" (Participant 521, Parent to children in
Year 10 and 12). Group/class conference calls were also found useful (M = 3.74, SD = 1.37), as "it
enabled the children to communicate in small groups...[and] from there they would continue their work
with teacher-led tasks" (Participant 49, Parent to children in Reception and Year 6). Interestingly, despite
the use of email having decreased substantially, parents ranked it the eighth most useful tool (M = 3.45,
SD = 1.40), particularly for sending resources as some "won't load in old computers with old browsers"
(Participant 349, Parent to children in Year 9 and Year 11), as well as being useful for receiving feedback
and staying in touch with teachers and the school community.

3.4 Digital technology and engagement during the pandemic

Parents were asked to identify specific digital technologies that engaged their children in learning during
the pandemic, with 381 parents identifying 145 unique tools or devices.

Table 3. Parent-reported engagement for themselves and their child(ren)

Overall Primary only Sec. only
Parental engagement statements (n=424) (n=165) (n=125)

M SD M SD M SD

My children feel more engaged with learning as a result of using

educational technology during lockdown. 234 119 225 119 241 1.21

Recorded lectures/explanations help my children because they can

rewatch portions of lessons that they do not understand. 303 125 275 125 330 123

My children have been learning better since using online tools during

229 121 224 122 241 1.24
lockdown.

Since lockdown, my children have a sense of responsibility for their

learning. 277 132 237 121 3.02 1.39

| watch/see some of my children’s learning activities of videos at least

once a day. 364 127 386 120 321 1.36

| am more aware of the work that my children do for school as a result

of using educational technology during lockdown. 342 130 342 142 327 121

I am having more discussion with my children’s teacher(s) as a result of

using educational technology during lockdown. 234 128 232 135 242 123

| feel more connected to the school community as a result of the

227 124 220 130 234 1.20
lockdown.

Whilst 49 parents (12.86%) responded that no tools or devices had been found engaging, Google
Classroom was ranked the highest (20.73%, n = 79), followed by YouTube videos (16.54%, n = 63),
BBC Bitesize (13.12%, n = 50), Google (12.34%, n = 12.34%) and MS Teams (11.55%, n = 44).
Applications that promoted interaction were considered particularly engaging, as children have "valued
being able to discuss things with their peers and being able to see them" (Participant 529, Parent
children in Year 3, Year 9 and Year 11), with videos made by teachers allowing children "to stay
connected to the teachers every day" (Participant 524, Parents to children in Year 4, Year 7 and Year
11). Respondents were also asked to rate a series of statements about their own and their children's
engagement (see Table 3). Overall, parents felt that learning using digital technology during lockdown
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did not help their children feel more engaged or learn better, with some expressing frustration and
concern that they "[had] no guidance how to 'teach’, no tasks set to send to the teachers... [and they
felt] very lost and upset [their children] will be behind" (Participant 492, Parent of a child in Reception).
Parents also reported that recorded lectures were helpful for their children's understanding (slightly
higher for secondary school only families). Secondary only families also considered that their children's
sense of responsibility for learning might have increased somewhat. Parents reported that they were
more aware of the schoolwork that their children were doing during the lockdown, with increased visibility
of learning, especially for the families of primary school only children, although this was possibly due to
the greater need of younger children for direct assistance, as well as lacking IT skills ([6]). However, this
increased awareness of learning did not extend to these parents having more discussions with their
children's teachers, nor feeling more connected to the school community.

4 CONCLUSIONS

The results reveal that the COVID-19 pandemic has changed digital technology use and perceived
usefulness. Unsurprisingly, digital technologies for uses in physical classrooms were reported to decrease
during the pandemic. Recorded lectures, videos, learning platforms (i.e., Google Classroom) and
conference tools for synchronous interaction were reported being used to support learning and replaced
previously used tools (i.e., blogs, wikis) which support more asynchronous collaboration. However, parents
also reported reduced contact with schools during lockdown via email, which may have resulted in a
greater disconnect between teachers and parents. Although internet connection was reported to be
broadly satisfactory, many families still reported sharing digital devices, impacting accessibility.
Nevertheless, the digital disruption has brought about changes to social practices and ways for parents to
engage with their children and become more involved in their school work, with a slight majority of parents
reporting daily involvement in their child(ren)'s learning activities during COVID-19.
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