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Abstract: Due to COVID-19, many countries implemented emergency plans, such as lockdown and
school closures. This new situation has significantly affected families, namely, the involvement
required to support children’s learning at home. The current study aimed to analyze Portuguese
parents’ perceptions of their home-based parental involvement in their children’s learning during
the lockdown and school closures in 2020 due to COVID-19. An online survey, using a closed-
ended questionnaire, was employed. Variables included parents’ sociodemographic and COVID-19
related characteristics; students’ sociodemographic characteristics; distance learning context; parental
involvement; and students’ autonomy. Data were collected from a sample of 21,333 parents with
children from elementary school to secondary education, and statistical data analysis was performed
using IBM SPSS Statistics 26. Findings revealed that Portuguese parents supported their children
during the pandemic mainly through the monitoring of attention in classes and task realization.
However, several variables appear to significantly determine parental involvement time, which is
higher when students attend public schools, when they are less autonomous and younger, when
parents’ level of education is lower, when the child is a boy (except in secondary education where
gender is not relevant), and when the online school time is higher. Findings highlight the need for
a significant investment of time from parents, particularly of primary school children, making it
difficult to cohere work or telework with school activities. Implications for policies, schools, families
are discussed in order to promote children’s learning and success.

Keywords: parental involvement; children’s learning; COVID-19; online learning

1. Introduction

With the spread of COVID-19, countries implemented emergency plans to slow down
and limit the virus’s transmission such as the closure of schools, either nationwide, region-
ally, or in a targeted way [1,2]. Some schools and universities were temporarily closed
for face-to-face educational activities [3]. In Portugal, all schools were closed at a national
level during the pandemic’s first wave between March and May 2020. In May 2020, some
schools provided face-to-face educational activities for secondary students (the last two
years of secondary school with final national exams). In September 2020, after the summer
holidays, all schools and educational levels re-opened in the country. The interruption
of school activities may have affected students, both academically and psychologically.
The psychological effects of home schooling and social isolation on the mental health
and wellbeing of students, teachers, and families in this pandemic phase are an issue to
consider [3,4]. School learning interruption may have contributed to students’ significant
academic losses, mostly for those students already at a previous disadvantage [4].
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Specific educational measures were implemented to mitigate these learning losses,
and different forms of online education and educational resources were mobilized to as-
sure teaching and learning continuity. Consequently, during the pandemic, requirements
for digital technology intensified significantly, despite the challenges that this intensifica-
tion meant for teachers, families, and students to ensure the continuity of learning from
home. As most schools and teachers were not used to online teaching, an immediate
change was challenging [1,3,5]. Even with the availability of technological resources, both
teachers’ qualifications and school practices for using digital devices effectively needed to
improve [2]. Other difficulties were identified, such as students’ lack of access to technology
and the internet, alternate modes for academic activity supplies such as additional tasks
and excessive homework, and limited opportunities for more in-depth explanations from
teachers when required [3,5]. Online schooling, therefore, resulted in higher levels of stress
for students and families [3].

When schools were closed, companies and institutions had to introduce remote work,
which led families into new routines and interaction patterns [6]. This new situation
has significantly affected families’ work-family balance, parental support, and school-
family modes of collaboration. Necessarily, this imposed changes that affected the entire
community of Portuguese parents, students, and schools; and shaped parents’ role in their
children’s education and learning during this time, in a form never previously experienced.

Study Objectives and Research Questions

Acknowledging the relevance of parental involvement and simultaneously consid-
ering the specific challenges for parents supporting their children at home during the
lockdown, this moment in time may have created new challenges for home-based parental
involvement, or intensified existing ones. Following Lu [7], the COVID-19 pandemic
can open the way for improvements in education, such as the support and promotion of
parental involvement. Hence, understanding parents’ perspectives is key during these
unprecedented times.

The purpose of this paper is to report Portuguese parents’ perceptions of their home-
based parental involvement in their children’s learning and school life during the lockdown
and school closures (March to July 2020). The results reported in this paper are part of
a broader study where other objectives were also considered (e.g., understanding the
perception of parents regarding teachers or the school mission and understanding the main
tools that were being used in home-based learning).

Our research questions, focused on the lockdown period, were:
RQ1: How did parents support student’s learning during the pandemic at each level

of education? Is this involvement similar for private and public schools?
RQ2: How are parents’ involvement and students’ autonomy related per level

of education?
RQ3: Are the determinants of parent’s involvement the same at each level of education?

2. Literature Review
2.1. Parental Involvement

Existing research has called attention to parental involvement’s relevant role in chil-
dren’s schooling and success [8–11]. Parental involvement is a complex construct that
has been defined in several ways (e.g., [9,10,12,13]). Recently, Antipkina and Ludlow [10]
proposed a holistic concept of parental involvement: a “continuum of parenting behaviours
ranging from those representing lower levels of involvement to those representing higher
levels of involvement” (p. 856). In his meta-synthesis, Wilder [14] found the following
parental involvement definitions used in different articles: parent-child communication
about school; home-supervision; checking homework; homework assistance; education
expectations and aspirations; attendance and participation in school activities; reading
with children; communication with schools; parenting style; and parental attitudes toward
education. Parental homework involvement, for instance, is a commonly found opera-
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tionalization of parental involvement, which can be seen as a form of quantitative help
(e.g., doing homework, helping with questions) or qualitative help (e.g., organizing the
tasks, helping with the creation of a no-distraction environment, supporting the search for
answers) [8].

Often in the literature, studies of parental involvement are focused on involvement at
home (home-based involvement, meaning parents’ behavior towards school life and practic-
ing activities related to school learning with their children at home, such as parents helping
their children with homework, parents discussing schooling with their children, parental
monitoring of school tasks and rule-setting), involvement with the school (school-based
involvement related to parents’ various forms of participation in the schools’ activities), or
acknowledge both places for the analysis of involvement behaviors and activities (home-
school communication, such as parents interacting with teachers) [15,16]. Some studies
also establish a difference between school-initiated parental involvement and parent-initiated
involvement [17].

For several years now, the literature has emphasized the relevance of different vari-
ables in mediating the level of parental involvement, from parental/family characteristics
to student variables, and school characteristics. Some examples of parental/family vari-
ables that are associated with parental involvement include [18]: sociodemographic factors
(e.g., more education seems to relate to higher levels of involvement at school; being a
father or mother has mixed results in the literature—some studies show non-significant
influence of students’ level of education [19], others mention that mothers show higher
levels of involvement [20]); parents’ perceptions of their child’s academic competency
and need for their support (perception of lower learning autonomy usually increases the
frequency of parents’ involvement); and parents’ time to support (having more work
demands or family responsibilities, such as more children, is negatively associated with
involvement). As for students’ characteristics, their age is one variable which influences
parental involvement [21], mostly because it tends to decrease from primary to middle
school and even more during secondary school, mostly related to parents’ perceptions that
their involvement is less necessary/less welcomed by their adolescents and lower parental
self-efficacy on the learning topics during high school; parental perceptions of their child’s
needs/efficacy in different subjects mediates their involvement [18]. Schools’ actions to
promote parental involvement are considered one of the main predictors of parental in-
volvement: when parents consider that schools are promoting their involvement, parental
involvement is generally higher [18] and there appears to be higher parental involvement
in private schools then in public schools [22].

2.2. Parental Home-Based Involvement during the Pandemic

Considering the COVID-19 pandemic and the changes it brought to students’ learning,
parental home-based involvement was particularly crucial. Parents’ role in supervising
their children’s learning was reinforced, mostly through accompanying their children’s
study and developing self-regulation strategies related to online learning [23].

Several barriers to distance and home-learning have been identified from parents’
perspectives [24–27], such as personal barriers, technical barriers, logistical barriers, and
financial barriers. Personal barriers included low technical expertise to support their
children in accessing online learning and the materials/tools used in this environment.
Technical barriers were mainly related to the lack of adequate internet access or technology
to follow learning activities properly. Logistical barriers were related to the perception
that online learning did not meet pupils’ individual needs/learning rhythm, and parents
also found that it was not an effective substitute for face-to-face learning process. As for
financial barriers, these are highly related to the logistical ones (not being able to afford
better technological tools and internet access).

Spinelli and colleagues [28] showed that more stressed parents were less involved in
their children’s learning activities during the pandemic. Dong and colleagues [25] reported
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that the majority of parents felt the need to be present with their children during online
learning activities at least once per day.

Even though hurdles did exist, parental involvement in children’s learning may also
have increased during lockdown home learning [29]. The literature highlighted how
parents of children of all ages, from primary to secondary pupils, felt closer to their
children’s learning by acknowledging a more in-depth insight into their learning and that
created opportunity to contribute more to their learning [30]. Additionally, most parents,
mainly of younger pupils, found that the home-learning situation improved parent-teacher
relationships, augmenting parents’ appreciation for teachers and this perception was shared
by the teachers [30].

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Instruments and Measures

The current study employed an online survey using a closed-ended questionnaire
developed by the researchers and administrated through Google Forms from the 1st of
June 2020 to the 13th of July 2020, sent to a national sample of parents. Variables included
in this study were organized into several groups: parents’ sociodemographic and COVID-
19 related characteristics; students’ sociodemographic characteristics; distance learning
context; parental involvement; and students’ autonomy. Variables are described in Table 1.

Table 1. Description of the main variables of the study.

Variables Measures

Parents’ sociodemographic and COVID-19 related
characteristics

Age
Gender

Educational level (from without studies to having PhD)
Number of children

Contact with COVID-19 in the family
Having technologies that allow all members of the household to work simultaneously

What have been your major difficulties when accompanying the school tasks of your child?
(closed answers)

Students’ sociodemographic characteristics

Age
Gender

School year (from 1st to 12th)
Type of school (public or private)

Distance learning context
Having online classes

Average number of hours in online classes per day
Having online classes for all subjects

Parental involvement

Select the predominant form through which you have been supporting the study of your child:
Supporting task realization

Monitoring child attention in the classes and school tasks realization
Ensuring that deadlines are accomplished

Autonomous child
I cannot help

Other
On average how much time per day have you supported your child in school activities?

No time
Less than 30 min

30 min
1 h
2 h

More than 2 h

Student’s autonomy

Do you consider your child autonomous in the realization of school tasks?
Not autonomous at all

Little autonomy
Moderate autonomy
Very autonomous

Totally autonomous
How does your child usually perform school tasks?

Frequently needs the presence of an adult
Takes the initiative and does the tasks alone, but expects the final supervision of an adult

Performs tasks alone
Other

COVID-19 related characteristics were selected from the broader study referred to
in the purpose of the study, and were aimed at describing some dimensions related to
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the pandemic situation: contact with COVID-19 in the family; adequate technologies;
difficulties in accompanying the school tasks in the context of online learning.

It is important to mention that there are different instruments in the literature to collect
data on parental involvement, including home-based parental involvement, school-based
parental involvement, and home-school communication [14]. However, the circumstances
of the data collection for this study demanded a more focused questionnaire, adjusted to the
specific behaviors and activities of parental involvement during the COVID-19 lockdown of
schools. For instance, activities relevant to “regular” parental involvement such as parents
attending school meetings or going to museums with children were not possible during
this time. For this reason, these specific items were excluded. Other items were included to
explore home-based parental involvement, such as parents supporting children’s study
behaviors or time spent on supporting children’s school activities. Monitoring child
attention in the classes and school task realization is an example of an item that was
prepared specifically for this pandemic time, since this kind of monitoring is usually done
by teachers in the classroom. Ensuring that deadlines are accomplished turned out to be a
relevant item in a time characterized by a significant number of assignments and school
tasks with different and challenging deadlines to accomplish. Thus, the items developed
for this study are derived from the literature review and also from the previous work of the
authors in the field of educational intervention, with intense interaction between school
contexts, teachers, students and parents (before COVID-19 and during pandemic). Since
there was a lack of adequate instruments to measure parental engagement in pandemic
times, we have chosen to use different forms of measuring the same variable so that we
could have a more complete picture of the phenomenon and could inter-relate the variables.

Parental involvement was also operationalized through the amount of time dedicated
by parents to supporting children’s school activities, as seen in the literature in this domain.

Student’s autonomy was operationalized through the perceived degree of children’s
autonomy, on a 5-point Likert scale. However, we have chosen to measure the involve-
ment of parents in task realization as an additional indicator of autonomy, since this
variable relates to parents’ reported behavior and the other relates to a more abstract
perception of autonomy.

3.2. Participants and Sample Sociodemographic Characteristics

Data were collected from a sample of 21,333 parents (89% mothers and 11% fathers),
with children in various stages of schooling, from the 1st level of basic education (primary
school) to secondary education. The first level of education includes children from 6 to
10 years old, the second level of education from 10 to 12 years old, the third level of
education from 12 to 15 years old, and the secondary from 15 to 18 years old.

The distribution of responses through each level of schooling, the respective average
age of students, and the % of girls is shown in Table 2.

This distribution implies that the 1st level of education is the best represented in our
sample, with 50.4% of the parents having children in this level of education. 22.2% of
parents had children in the 2nd level of education, 20% in the 3rd level of education, and
7.4% in the secondary. In total, 48.8% of the students were girls, 92.6% of the students were
enrolled in public schools and 7.4% in private schools. The percentage of students in private
education in our sample is lower than the actual percentage in the population (according to
Pordata (www.pordata.pt, (accessed on 15 June 2021)), in 2019 the % of students attending
private schools in Portugal was 12.5% in the 1st, 2nd and 3rd levels of education, and 21.2%
in the secondary).

www.pordata.pt
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Table 2. Distribution of students per level of education, average age, and gender.

Level Year N %
Avg.
Age

Students
% Girls

1st level

1º year 2413 11.3% 6.55 47.9%
2º year 2705 12.7% 7.58 51.3%
3º year 2906 13.6% 8.60 55.1%
4º year 2726 12.8% 9.55 52.2%

2nd level
5º year 2576 12.1% 10.56 48.0%
6º year 2145 10.1% 11.58 48.6%

3rd level
7º year 1748 8.2% 12.59 49.5%
8º year 1453 6.8% 13.57 47.7%
9º year 1075 5.0% 14.60 48.2%

secondary
10º year 708 3.3% 15.56 48.8%
11º year 494 2.3% 16.62 47.2%
12º year 384 1.8% 17.56 52.0%

Total 21,333 100.0%

In total, 32.7% of the sampled parents reported they have a bachelor’s degree and 13.2%
reported having a level of education higher than a bachelor’s degree. This implies that our
sample is constituted of highly educated parents. According to Pordata (www.pordata.pt,
(accessed on 15 June 2021)), the proportion of people between 15 and 64 years of age that
have a bachelor’s or higher education level is 27% of the Portuguese population. In our case,
in spite of the different range of ages, that percentage was 47.1%, clearly above population
values. This implies that our sample, despite its size, is not completely representative
of the education level of parents in Portugal (however, for other variables the sampled
percentages are similar to population percentages).

In total, 89.6% of the parents were between 31 and 50 years old and they were dis-
tributed throughout the country in a representative way (e.g., 30% of parents were from
the central region, 25% from the north, 10% from the Lisbon metropolitan area, 5% were
from Madeira, and 5% were from Azores). A total of 43.5% of parents have one child,
47.5% have two children, and 9% have three or more children. Most of the confined parents
did not have any contact with COVID-19 in their families (99.1% reported 0 cases). This
is explained by the fact that the first wave in Portugal was quickly contained, and the
pandemic was clearly under control, contrary to what happened in the second wave that
started around October 2020.

A total of 67.6% of parents reported having technologies that allow all members of
the household to work simultaneously. When we cross this variable with the parents’
educational level, we realize that this percentage was higher in families where the parents
have a higher level of education. This implies that the national reality regarding the
existence of technologies may be over-estimated in this sample.

3.3. Procedures

Responses from parents were collected from the 1st of June 2020 to the 13th of July
2020 through a Google Forms questionnaire. In cases with multiple children, parents were
asked to focus on one child only.

Questionnaires were administered through contact with diverse schools across the
country and parents’ associations. Respondents were recruited through an email list
of Leya Education (a group of the editorial company Leya that has very close contacts
with school stakeholders, in particular CONFAP—the National Confederation of Parents’
Associations—had an important role in helping spreading the questionnaire via email
through registered parents all over the country). Respondents had no incentive for their
participation.

The current study followed the recommendations from the ethics committee of the
Universidade Católica Portuguesa. All parents participated voluntarily and gave informed

www.pordata.pt


Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 302 7 of 17

consent to participate in the research, in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. Par-
ticipants were informed about the aims of the research, and confidentiality and anonymity
were assured.

3.4. Data Analysis

The analysis of the data was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 26. We employed
various statistical techniques from descriptive analysis to inferential statistics. Various
tests were performed on the data and their selection related to the types of data at hand.
For the overall analysis of the full list of determinants of parental involvement, an ordinal
regression analysis was chosen. The need for an ordinal regression was related to the
nature of the dependent variable—time of involvement—that is a categorical variable,
since we have categories for involvement time but not the exact amount of time spent
by parents in supporting their children. Note that for ease of analysis and presentation
of results, in some parts of this paper we compute averages for this variable; therefore,
treating it as continuous. We will signal throughout the paper where and how this practice
was undertaken.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Data

Some descriptive data for the full sample of participants are shown next.

4.1.1. Parental Involvement

Regarding the predominant form of parental involvement, the possible answers and
the respective percentages in each category are shown in Table 3, where 3.4% of parents
indicated that they are unable to support their children, 36.5% monitored child attention in
the classes and school task realization and 23.8% provided support in the realization of
school tasks.

Table 3. Descriptive data for predominant form of parental involvement.

N %

Monitoring child attention in the classes and school tasks realization 7780 36.5
Supporting task realization 5077 23.8

Ensuring that deadlines are accomplished 4804 22.5
Autonomous child 2661 12.5

I cannot help 730 3.4
No answer 281 1.3

Total 21,333 100.0

Concerning parental involvement time, 66.9% of parents spent 1 or more hours per
day supporting their student’s learning (Table 4).

Table 4. Descriptive data for parental involvement time.

N %

No time 1780 8.3
Less than 30 min. 2673 12.5

30 min 2615 12.3
1 h 4626 21.7
2 h 3781 17.7

More than 2 h 5858 27.5
Total 21,333 100.0

If we convert this variable to continuous (considering the value 0.25 for less than
30 min and the value 3 for more than 2 h) we can observe that on average parents spent
1.5 h per day supporting their child’s school activities. The scale used asks for the actual
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time in some alternatives (“1 h”, “2 h”, etc.) but also asks for time intervals in others
(“Less than 30 min”, “More than 2 h”). In one case or the other, parents’ answers were
just an approximation of the exact time that is generally unknown, and therefore the
approximation to a continuous variable provides an alternative way of analysis.

It is interesting to verify that the time of involvement seems to be directly related to
the form of involvement (Table 5). In fact, the forms of parental involvement that represent
more temporal intensity are the support in task realization, and the monitoring of child
attention in the classes and school tasks realization. When the child is seen as autonomous
or the parent cannot help, the average time of involvement is less than one hour.

Table 5. Relationship between parental involvement form and parental involvement time.

Forms of Parental Involvement N Average Parental
Involvement Time

Supporting task realization 5077 1.95
Monitoring child attention in the classes and school tasks realization 7780 1.75

Ensuring that deadlines are accomplished 4804 1.36
Autonomous child 2661 0.36

I cannot help 730 0.46

A qui-square test between the two variables (forms of parental involvement and
the time of involvement, considered as categorical) results in a statistically significant
relationship between the two variables (Pearson qui-square of 9084.95 and p-value of 0.000)
and a phi value of 0.635.

Regarding parental involvement difficulties during the pandemic (Table 6), the pre-
dominant difficulty was conciliation between supporting the student’s school activities and
telework (24.4%). Tiredness and mental disposition was the second most chosen option,
with 20.3% of parents providing this answer.

Table 6. Descriptive data for parental involvement difficulties.

N %

Conciliating with telework 5204 24.4%
Tiredness and mental disposition 4327 20.3%
Time to conciliate with all tasks 3434 16.1%

Lack of knowledge about the contents 2776 13.0%
My child is autonomous 2326 10.9%

Conciliating the needs of various children 1843 8.6%
Little appetence for technology 239 1.1%

Missing/other 1184 5.6%
Total 21,333

4.1.2. Distance Learning Context

A total of 89.1% of parents reported that their children took online classes, and in the
majority of cases these classes were for all subjects (only in 15% of the cases was some
absence of classes reported, mainly in subjects related to arts or physical activity). This
percentage was around 88% in the 1st level of education, but it was 91% in secondary. So,
in general, distance learning was a reality for a great percentage of Portuguese students in
this sample. Regarding the time that children spent on online classes (see Table 7), most
students spent between 2 and 6 h per day in online classes.
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Table 7. Time of online classes and parental involvement time.

Online Classes Time N % % Public Schools

Less than 0.5 h 173 0.8% 93.1%
Between 0.5 and 2 h 1445 6.8% 97.6%
Between 2 and 4 h 11,154 52.3% 94.2%
Between 4 and 6 h 6385 29.9% 89.8%

More than 6 h 2073 9.7% 89.0%
Missing 103 0.5%

Note that the proportion of public schools in each interval of online classes’ time
decreased, meaning that in general students from private schools tended to have a higher
number of online classes.

4.1.3. Student’s Autonomy

Regarding the perception of the child’s autonomy, 36.9% of the parents reported that
their children were very autonomous or totally autonomous (Table 8).

Table 8. Descriptive data for the perception of the child’s autonomy.

N %

Not autonomous at all 1013 4.7
Little autonomy 4032 18.9

Moderate autonomy 8417 39.5
Very autonomous 5088 23.9

Totally autonomous 2783 13.0
Total 21,333 100.0

Concerning school tasks and how the student usually performed them, in 41.4% of
the cases the student frequently needed the presence of an adult (Table 9).

Table 9. Descriptive data for how the child performs school tasks.

N %

Frequently needs the presence of an adult 8834 41.4%
Takes the initiative and does the tasks alone, but expects the final

supervision of an adult 6874 32.2%

Performs tasks alone 5431 25.5%
Other/missing 194 0.91%

Total 21,333

4.2. Inferential analysis

RQ1: How did parents support student’s learning during the pandemic in each level of
education? Is this involvement similar for private and public schools?

As seen in the previous section, the most prevalent form of parents’ involvement in the
full sample was monitoring the child’s attention in the classes and school tasks realization,
followed by supporting task realization. The involvement of the parents is, however,
largely dependent on the age of the children and on the level of education. Dividing the
involvement variable per level of education, we have the following data (Table 10).
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Table 10. Level of education of studies and involvement form.

Support in
Task

Realization

Monitoring
Attention in
Classes and

Tasks
Realization

Ensuring
That

Deadlines
Are Accom-

plished

Autonomous
Child

Cannot
Help N

Avg Parental
Involvement

Time

Avg
Online
Classes

Time

1st level 33.2% 43.2% 19.1% 1.7% 2.7% 10,626 1.94 3.45
2nd level 20.5% 36.5% 30.8% 8.6% 3.6% 4664 1.41 4.10
3rd level 12.5% 29.1% 27.2% 26.5% 4.7% 4206 0.84 4.32

Secondary 4.2% 17.0% 12.3% 61.7% 4.8% 1556 0.39 4.53

In the first level of education the prevalent form is the monitoring of attention in
classes and tasks realization, but the support in the actual realization of tasks was also
very prevalent. In the second and third levels of education the prevalent forms were
the monitoring of attention in classes and tasks realization, and ensuring deadlines were
accomplished, and in secondary education students were mostly autonomous.

The average time of parental involvement decreased and the average time of online
classes increased from the first level of education to the secondary, as can be seen in the
last two columns of Table 10. In these columns, we used continuous scales for parental
involvement time, as explained before, and also for the time of online classes (obtained by
using the value of the center of the intervals in Table 7 as an estimate of the online class
time to convert it into a continuous scale). In Figure 1 we show the values in the last two
columns of Table 10 disaggregated per school type.
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Figure 1. Time of online classes and parental involvement time per level and type of school.

The involvement of the parents and the online classes’ time is also related to the type
of school attended, with public schools’ parents spending more time supporting their
children than private schools’ parents, and with private schools providing more online
classes time in all levels of education. The higher time spent in online classes in private
schools may be an explanatory factor for the lower parental involvement in this type of
school. The differences observed in the graph (for the two time variables) are statistically
significant as concluded from an ANOVA test for two factors.

In conclusion, we can say that Portuguese parents supported their children during
the pandemic mainly through the monitoring of attention in classes and task realization,
except for the secondary schools where students are predominantly autonomous. In the
first level of education, parents’ involvement frequently implied their support in the actual
realization of the school tasks; whereas in the second and third levels, parents tended to
pay more attention to the accomplishment of deadlines. The parents’ involvement time is
higher when students attend public schools and in public schools the time of online classes
is on average lower than in private schools.
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RQ2: How are parents’ involvement and students’ autonomy related per level of education?
Are involvement and autonomy similar for private and public schools?

This research question is the first step towards deciding which of the two variables
that capture the autonomy of the students is better for the analysis.

First, it is important to note that there is a certain mismatch between the two questions
on autonomy (the perception of student’s autonomy and how students perform tasks).
Figure 2 shows the percentage of students in each category.
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Figure 2. Percentage of students in each category when cross comparing the two autonomy variables.

If the variables ‘student autonomy’ and ‘how students perform tasks’ were in full
agreement, one would expect, within each level of education, a reduction in the black
columns’ (frequently needs an adult) percentages when the perception of autonomy in-
creases. On the other hand, one would expect the dark grey column (performs tasks alone)
to be the maximum for the level of perception of ’total autonomy’. While the former
indeed happens, the latter does not happen for all levels of education. Indeed, secondary
education students perceived as totally autonomous by their parents are also perceived as
still needing the supervision of an adult. Only in the third level of education does the dark
grey column dominate the total autonomy category.

There is therefore some misconception between the perception of autonomy and the
way tasks are performed. Given this misconception we have chosen to use the involvement
of parents in the task realization as an indicator of autonomy, since this variable relates to
parents’ actual behavior and the other relates to a more subjective perception of autonomy.

Using the variable of how school tasks are performed as a surrogate for the autonomy
of the children, and crossing this variable with the parents’ involvement time, we have the
following (Table 11).
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Table 11. Autonomy versus parents’ involvement time.

N Involvement Time

1st level
Frequently needs an adult 6601 2.17

Takes the initiative but expects the supervision of an adult 3439 1.65
Performs tasks alone 647 1.15

2nd level
Frequently needs an adult 1610 1.95

Takes the initiative but expects the supervision of an adult 2009 1.37
Performs tasks alone 1060 0.68

3rd level
Frequently needs an adult 564 1.63

Takes the initiative but expects the supervision of an adult 1253 1.16
Performs tasks alone 2390 0.49

Secondary
Frequently needs an adult 59 1.26

Takes the initiative but expects the supervision of an adult 173 0.89
Performs tasks alone 1334 0.29

In the first level of education, parents spend more than 2.17 h on average supporting
their children when they are less autonomous. In the secondary, less autonomous students
require on average 1.22 h per day of parents’ time, while more autonomous students require
just 0.29 h.

Figure 3 shows the above values taking into account the type of school.
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In the columns, we see the percentage of students in each of the groups of autonomy,
in each level of education, and each school type. Interestingly, more autonomous students
dominate in private schools in all levels of education. In terms of parental involvement
time, it is always larger in public than in private schools and decreasing with the degree of
autonomy of the student, as expected. Only in secondary education does it appear that
more autonomous students from private schools require a larger involvement time from
their parents, but this finding should not be highlighted since the sample size for private
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schools in secondary education is small. Note that the level of education, the type of school
and the student autonomy are all considered statistically significant in explaining parental
involvement (a generalized linear model showed the significance of all factors).

In conclusion, we can say that the autonomy of the student is related to parents’
involvement, with more autonomous students requiring a lower amount of parental
involvement time—at each level of education we found that more autonomous students
required at least one hour less of parental involvement, on average. From the first level
of education to secondary, the expected reduction in parental involvement time in all
classes of autonomy is less than 1 h, meaning that although significantly different, the
time of parental involvement is not, in absolute terms, much reduced over all the levels of
education.

Regarding public and private schools, it appears clear that parents of students from
private schools report a higher autonomy for their children, and therefore the time of
involvement is generally higher for public school students in all classes of autonomy (with
the exception of the secondary schools). This may be related to the amount of online
schooling, which tended to be higher in private schools.
RQ3: Are the determinants of parent’s involvement the same in each level of education?

Taking the variable of parents’ involvement time as the proxy variable for parents’
involvement, we ran a regression model to explain involvement time through the set of
variables discussed above, including the socio-demographic characteristics of students
and their parents. An ordinal regression was performed for each level of education given
the previous findings that the level of education of studies is a determinant in explaining
the time of parental involvement, and therefore the determinants of this involvement may
differ per level.

The results from Table 12 indicate that many variables are consistently relevant in
explaining parents’ involvement, in all levels of education. The main conclusions that can
be inferred from the analysis of Table 12 are as follows.

Parents involvement time tended to increase when the parent is the mother and all
else is constant; it tended to decrease when the level of education of the parent increased
(meaning that more educated parents on average have less time of involvement with
their children); students attending public schools tended to require more involvement
time from their parents than students from private schools; girls tended to require less
involvement time than boys; the number of children in the household has a negative
effect on the individual involvement time with a specific child; children who are less
autonomous (frequently need an adult or can take their own initiative but then wait for
supervision) require more involvement time from parents than autonomous children; and
the involvement time varies positively with school activities’ time. That is, with all else
constant, parental involvement time was always lower for students with fewer than 6 h
of school activities than for students with more than 6 h of school activities (the base case
for the nominal variable school time). This seems to suggest that the more school time,
the more involvement is required from parents (probably in helping their children with
homework and online classes follow up). Note that this happens within each level of
education, although as seen previously, as the level of education increased the mean school
time increased and mean parental involvement time decreased.

Regarding factors that are only relevant to some level of education, it is interesting
to note that the number of children is a relevant factor only for parents whose children
are in the first level of education, since after that level of education this variable loses its
statistical significance. The gender of the parent is only relevant in the first and second
levels, suggesting that in these levels of education respondent women tended to report
more involvement time than men, but afterwards the difference between genders is not
statistically significant (note however, that the small number of male respondents may
bias our results). In secondary education, probably due to a reduced sample size, many
variables lose their statistically significant status. The type of school is not a factor in
determining parents’ involvement in secondary education, nor the gender of the student.
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In addition, there is no difference in parents’ involvement when school online time lies
between 4 and 6 h or more than 6 h.

Table 12. Coefficients for the Ordinal Regression per level of education (non-significant values in bold).

Estimate Sd.Error Wald Sig.

1º level
Pseudo R2

0.264

Sex of parent (1 women) 0.280 0.059 22.180 0.000
Parents’ education (years) −0.071 0.007 116.950 0.000
Type of school (1 public) 0.495 0.068 53.520 0.000
Sex of student (1 girls) −0.141 0.037 14.620 0.000

Student age (years) −0.284 0.015 338.422 0.000
N of children −0.093 0.027 12.238 0.000
Needs adult 2.043 0.078 685.080 0.000

Own initiative + supervision 1.052 0.079 179.361 0.000
SchoolTime ≤ 0.5 h −4.892 0.231 447.000 0.000

0.5 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 2 h −3.432 0.129 710.067 0.000
2 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 4 h −1.802 0.114 251.202 0.000
4 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 6 h −0.660 0.118 31.255 0.000

2º level
Pseudo R2

0.293

Sex of parent (1 women) 0.265 0.083 10.118 0.001
Parents’ education (years) −0.069 0.009 57.575 0.000
Type of school (1 public) 0.549 0.109 25.378 0.000
Sex of student (1 girls) −0.197 0.054 13.076 0.000

Student age (years) −0.070 0.032 4.762 0.029
N of children −0.002 0.038 0.003 0.955
Needs adult 2.731 0.082 1100.910 0.000

Own initiative + supervision 1.663 0.073 513.688 0.000
SchoolTime ≤ 0.5 h −2.822 0.348 65.691 0.000

0.5 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 2 h −2.052 0.145 200.747 0.000
2 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 4 h −1.219 0.094 169.877 0.000
4 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 6 h −0.697 0.093 55.795 0.000

3º level
Pseudo R2

0.276

Sex of parent (1 women) 0.031 0.086 0.127 0.722
Parents’ education (years) −0.049 0.009 27.774 0.000
Type of school (1 public) 0.563 0.126 20.007 0.000
Sex of student (1 girls) −0.259 0.057 20.735 0.000

Student age (years) −0.115 0.026 19.176 0.000
N of children 0.048 0.039 1.464 0.226
Needs adult 2.529 0.093 732.286 0.000

Own initiative + supervision 1.681 0.068 612.934 0.000
SchoolTime ≤ 0.5 h −1.982 0.343 33.450 0.000

0.5 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 2 h −1.043 0.154 45.822 0.000
2 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 4 h −0.675 0.081 68.684 0.000
4 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 6 h −0.241 0.081 8.800 0.003

Secondary
Pseudo R2

0.168

Sex of parent (1 women) −0.257 0.146 3.099 0.078
Parents’ education (years) −0.042 0.017 6.451 0.011
Type of school (1 public) 0.301 0.174 2.974 0.085
Sex of student (1 girls) −0.087 0.100 0.766 0.381

Student age (years) −0.150 0.041 13.234 0.000
N of children 0.084 0.066 1.656 0.198
Needs adult 2.563 0.253 102.659 0.000

Own initiative + supervision 1.914 0.155 151.995 0.000
SchoolTime ≤ 0.5 h −1.308 0.546 5.736 0.017

0.5 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 2 h −0.992 0.276 12.923 0.000
2 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 4 h −0.283 0.131 4.679 0.031
4 h ≤ SchoolTime ≤ 6 h 0.000 0.128 0.000 0.997

5. Discussion

As mentioned, this study focused on parental involvement during the first Portuguese
confinement related to the pandemic which enforced schools’ closure. Considering the
changes that this situation brought to students’ learning, parental home-based involvement
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was particularly significant, with parents’ supervision of schoolwork being reinforced [23]
and requested by online teaching.

In general, for the sample analyzed, we can say that online classes were a reality for
most students since more than 92% of the students attended more than 2 h of online classes
daily. Likewise, parental involvement was also generalized (and unavoidable) since in
about 80% of the cases, parents reported being involved in supporting their children’s
study for at least 30 min per day. Although it may be true that parents devoted daily time
to support children, they also reported specific difficulties, the most prevalent of which
was the conciliation of school support with telework, and the second of which was the
tiredness and mental disposition that affected all in quarantine. Despite the significant
number of variables that can be related to parental involvement (e.g., students, family, and
school variables) [18–20], it is of note that in this sample, parental/family variables related
to parents’ time and parent’s health gained relevance, which may be due to the specific
nature of the pandemic and the imposed changes.

The research questions posed in this paper allowed us to understand the prevalent
form of support that Portuguese parents used, which is the monitoring of attention in
classes and task realization in all levels of education except for secondary, where students
are predominantly autonomous. When analyzing the parents’ involvement time, we found
that it is, as expected, decreasing with the level of education, but we also found significant
differences between public and private schools, with parents of students from public
schools spending more time on supporting the learning of their children. It is important
to realize that, in Portugal, private schools have had more synchronous activities during
schools’ closure than public schools, for all levels of education, which may contribute to a
reduction in the need of attention from parents of children in private schools. Even at a
distance, teachers at private schools have supported and guided children’s study more. As
expected, we also found that the autonomy of children clearly reduced the involvement
time of parents [18], but differences in involvement time between the first level of education
and the secondary are generally lower than 1 h (for all classes of autonomy).

Finally, we attempted to analyze the determinants of parents’ involvement time in a
model with all the variables and performed this per level of education. Interestingly some
determinants varied per level of education. For example, the number of other children at
home determines the time parents spend with their children only when they attend the
first level of education, which is the level where there is less autonomy. As in other studies,
e.g., [18], children’s age is one variable which influences parental involvement, as it tends
to decrease from primary to middle school and even more during secondary school, mostly
related to parents’ perceptions that their involvement is less necessary. The gender of the
parent that answered the questionnaire also loses significance when the level of education
increases, as also reported in other studies [19,20]. Female parents show a higher time of
parental involvement than male parents in the first and second levels, but then that factor is
no longer significant. Most importantly, several variables appear to significantly determine
parental involvement time, which is higher when students attend public schools, when
they are less autonomous and younger, when parents level of education is lower, when
the child is a boy (except during secondary education where gender is not relevant), and
when the online school time was higher. In part, this is surprising, considering previous
research where parental involvement was higher when students attend private schools
and parents’ level of education is higher [18,22]. Different results may be explained by
the specific situation of schools’ closure during pandemic, the diversity of educational
measures defined by different schools, and the related consequences on parents’ behaviors.

These findings are useful for supporting governmental decisions owing to the pandemic
prevalence, which required many government measures in 2020 that are still required in the
current 2021 year. In case of a new period of online classes, it is important to know that this
implies a significant investment of time for parents, particularly for parents with lower levels
of education, for whom it is difficult to conciliate work or telework with school activities.
This is particularly relevant for families with many children (where the lower involvement
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of parents may put learning at risk) and/or students attending public schools who require
more time from their parents. Governmental measures should pay special attention to large
families with young children where learning may indeed become compromised.

As we have seen, COVID-19 brought significant challenges to families, to students, and
to teachers, including school-stress; difficulties in managing time and personal resources;
and lack of technical, logistical, and financial conditions.

Opportunities could also be identified, such as the greater presence and involvement
of parents in their children’s school life. New forms of parental involvement have emerged
during the pandemic that can be addressed as useful methods of involvement even after
pandemic, particularly referring to home-based parental involvement and home-school
communication. So, we can ask: what can be harnessed for the post-pandemic era?
What new forms of parental involvement may remain after the pandemic? We suggest
moments of sharing and deep reflection about this question in schools with all stakeholders,
identifying critical aspects that should be maintained and lessons learned, both during
and after the pandemic: How to improve students’ learning and autonomy? How to
involve parents and promote their development? How to involve teachers in attitudes and
behaviors that promote a true partnership between school and family?

Interventions to promote parental involvement should be designed considering multi-
ple factors, as we could see in this study. Therefore, multilevel interventions are welcome,
involving school leaders, teachers, parents, and students in the promotion of students’
learning and success; in the analysis of the needs of parents, teachers and students; and
thus the development of action plans. Another relevant question refers to the direction of
the relationship between parental involvement and students’ autonomy. Do more involved
parents make their children less autonomous? Do less autonomous children require more
involved parents? These are questions that could be analyzed in the family and school
contexts, trying to figure out the best options for students’ learning and development.

Some limitations of the study should be acknowledged. Data were collected through
an on-line questionnaire, which may have contributed to the difficulty of access for parents
with lower educational qualifications or lack of information technology resources. Ad-
ditionally, self-reported measures of parents’ perceptions were used. We also point out
the lack of comparison with similar studies during the lockdown. Future studies might
analyze the adaptations of other types of parental involvement in times of a pandemic,
namely, school-initiated parental involvement or home-school communication. Taking into
account the context of online and distance learning, it would be useful to have a specific
question measuring parents’ digital and information literacy skills, since it could influence
parental support of their children.
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