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ABSTRACT

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

Background

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

Method

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

Participants

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

Table 1. Characteristics of participants.

NORDIC JOURNAL OF STUDIES IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY 157

For the analysis, only participants who answered
all the questions used in the factor analysis were
included, which provided a sample size of 2129
(61.2% of the original sample). A comparison of this
group with the original sample showed no significant
differences when it comes to the following variables:
child’s gender (x> (1, n = 3481) = 0.04, p = .834),
whether the child lived in a single-mother’s house-
hold or not (x* (1, n = 2878) = 3.00, p = .083),
parents’ educational level (x2 (3, n = 2837) = 1.55,
p = .670), whether the child had special needs or not
(X2 (1, n = 3309) = 1.65, p = .199), to what degree the
child’s special needs were met by extra support (x> (1,
n = 3161) = 0.39, p = .530), and bullying (x> (6,
n = 3099) = 5.76, p = .454).

A significant difference was found between the two
samples in four variables: the child’s grade level,
parents’ general satisfaction with school, parents’ par-
ticipation in social events in school, and parents’
assessment of their influence on school decisions.
Parents of children scoring at the middle level (grades
5-7) were slightly overrepresented in the new sample.
Regarding general satisfaction with school, parents
that were either happy or unhappy were better repre-
sented than those who were neither happy nor
unhappy with school. Parents who participated in
social events were overrepresented ()(2 (6,
n = 3186) = 66.38, p < .001), as were parents who
reported that they experienced being able to influence
school decisions and vision (#(2976) = 3.94, p < .001).
All in all, the new sample gave a slight overrepresen-
tation of the more involved parents, which should
come as no surprise considering that only those par-
ents who completed all the questions in the analysis
were included as part of the sample.

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

n %
All participants 2129
Who answered the survey (n = 2099)
Mother 1514 721
Father 468 223
Mother and father together 117 5.6
With whom the child lives, generally during schooldays (n = 2098)
Both parents 1532 73
Single mother 278 13.3
Single father 12 0.6
Mother and stepfather 183 8.7
Father and stepmother 18 0.9
Equally at mother's and father’s households 74 35
Other 1 0.0
Participants’ highest educational levels (n = 2077)
Compulsory school 162 7.8
Vocational education 357 17.2
Upper-secondary school 256 12.3
University education 1302 62.7
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the children lived with both parents during school-
days, while 13.3% lived in single-mother households.

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

Materials

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

Variables

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

Procedure

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

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

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

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

Factors that influence parents’ opinions

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

As previously mentioned, the factor analysis
brought forth two factors, teaching and communica-
tion, which showed different aspects of parents’
contentedness with school. Variables predicting
these factors, as well as the general satisfaction,
indicated differences amongst parents and their opi-
nions in several ways. Parents’ marital status and
education explained some of the variability in par-
ents’ opinions. Being active in attending school
events and having an opportunity to influence the
school were also important. More influential,
though, were variables concerning the children,
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Table 2. Overview of variables used in the analysis (n = 2129).

Categories Mean SD Min. Max.
Outcome variables
Satisfaction: Parents’ satisfaction with their child’s school (one question) 1 = totally dissatisfied 539 1.09 1 7
2 = very dissatisfied
3 = rather dissatisfied
4 = neutral
5 = rather satisfied
6 = very satisfied
7 = totally satisfied
Communication: How easy or difficult it is for parents to communicate  Score from factor analysis 0.00 1.00 —-4.26 1.21
with supervisory teachers, other teachers or school leaders
Teaching: How parents evaluate the quality of teaching and assessment Score from factor analysis 0.00 1.00 —4.15 1.69
their child is receiving at school (a factor of two questions computed)
Explanatory variables
Child’s grade level in school 1 = 1st — 4th grade 195 082 1 3
2 = 5th — 7th grade
3 = 8th — 10th grade
Child’s gender 0 = boy 049 0.50
1 = qirl
Single-mother household 0 = not a single mother 013 034 0 1
1 = single mother
Basic education 0 = more than basic education 0.08 027 0 1
1 = basic education
Parents’ participation in social activities in school 1 = totally disagree 480 145 1 7
2 = very much disagree
3 = rather disagree
4 = neutral
5 = rather agree
6 = very much agree
7 = totally agree
Influence in school decisions and vision (average of two questions) 1 = totally disagree 400 133 1 7
2 = very much disagree
3 = rather disagree
4 = neutral
5 = rather agree
6 = very much agree
7 = totally agree
Child complains about bullying in school 1 = often every day, 643 1.04 1 7
2 = almost every day,
3 = 2-4 times a week,
4 = once a week,
5 = 2-3 times a month,
6 = seldom, 7 = never
Getting support because of special needs or not needing it 1 = not getting support 015 035 0 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

Parents’ satisfaction with their
child’s school in general

Parents’ opinion of the quality
of teaching and assessment

Parents’ opinion on how easy
it is to communicate with

school personnel

b SE B Sig. b SE B Sig. b SE B Sig.
Model 1
Constant 5.561 0.072 <.001 0.218 0.066 .001 —0.031 0.066 .638
Grade level (age) —0.121 0.032 —0.090 <.001 -0.151 0.029 -0.122 <.001 -0.004 0.029 -0.003 .903
Child’s gender 0.164 0.052 0.076 .001 0.162 0.047 0.081 .001 0.102 0.048 0.051 .033
Single mother -0.220 0.078 -0.067 .005 -0.157 0.071 -0.052 .027 -0.247 0.071 -0.083 .001
Basic education 0.130 0.099 0.031 .192 0.164 0.091 0.042 .073 0.095 0.092 0.025 .303
Percentage of variance explained (adj. R?) 0.017 0.023 0.007
Model 2
Constant 4583 0.131 <.001 -0.823 0.119 <.001 -1.237 0.120 <.001
Grade level (age) —0.107 0.030 -0.079 <.001 -0.132 0.028 -0.107 <.001 0.021 0.028 0.017 .449
Child’s gender 0.125 0.049 0.057 .011 0.123 0.045 0.061 .006 0.061 0.045 0.030 .178
Single mother —-0.211 0.074 —-0.065 .004 -0.141 0.067 —0.047 .036 -0.223 0.068 -0.075 .001
Basic education 0.110 0.095 0.026 .246 0.155 0.087 0.040 .075 0.107 0.087 0.028 .221
Participation in social activities —-0.007 0.018 -0.009 .694 0.014 0.016 0.020 .377 0.054 0.016 0.077 .001
Influence in school decisions and vision 0.252 0.019 0308 <.001 0.240 0.017 0.319 <.001 0.230 0.017 0.306 <.001
Percentage of variance explained (adj. R?) 0.110 0.126 0.111
R? change 0.094 0.103 0.104
Sig. F change <.001 <.001 <.001
Model 3
Constant 2.191 0.200 <.001 -3.167 0.180 <.001 -2.718 0.190 <.001
Grade level (age) —0.114 0.029 -0.085 <.001 —-0.128 0.026 —-0.103 <.001 0.023 0.027 0.018 .406
Child’s gender 0.063 0.047 0.029 .178 0.050 0.042 0.025 .227 0.016 0.044 0.008 .713
Single mother —-0.069 0.070 —-0.021 .326 —0.004 0.063 —0.001 .953 -0.137 0.066 -0.046 .039
Basic education 0.180 0.090 0.043 .045 0.221 0.081 0.057 .006 0.149 0.085 0.039 .080
Participation in social activities -0.017 0.016 —-0.022 .308 0.007 0.015 0.009 .651 0.049 0.016 0.070 .002
Influence in school decisions and vision 0.216 0.018 0.264 <.001 0.205 0.016 0.272 <.001 0.208 0.017 0.276 <.001
Getting support because of special needs if needed —0.637 0.069 -0.205 <.001 —0.838 0.062 -0.293 <.001 -0.510 0.065 -0.179 <.001
Child complains about bullying in school 0.222 0.022 0.217 <.001 0.151 0.020 0.160 <.001 0.101 0.021 0.108 <.001
Percentage of variance explained (adj. R?) 0.213 0.251 0.159
R? change 0.103 0.126 0.050
Sig. F change <.001 <.001 <.001

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

Discussion

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

Responsiveness to children’s needs

The results show that the most important aspects
influencing parents’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction
with school relate to their children’s well-being and
development. When children complain about being
bullied, or when parents are disappointed because the
school is not responsive to their children’s need for
special support, they experience a loss of needed and
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Figure 1. Percentage of parents’ answers to a question about their general satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their child’s

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

The importance of influence

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

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

Equity for all but single mothers

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

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



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

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

Concluding remarks

Parents value their children’s well-being in school as
much as their achievements, and even though media
discussions often seem to suggest otherwise, parents
will sometimes value well-being even more
(Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003). However, policy
documents, such as a white paper released by the
Icelandic Ministry of Culture and Education
(Mennta- og menningarmalaraduneytid, 2014), show
that school authorities do not necessarily seem to be
very aware of parents’ priorities, or sufficiently
respect parents’ opinions. Communal leaders and
school personnel are under pressure from interna-
tional comparisons such as PISA, and the position
is often ambivalent on the local level, as can be seen
in policy documents (Reykjavikurborg, 2015).
Emphasis on equity and quality in educational
systems has been thoroughly discussed by Sahlberg
(2014), who questioned whether this emphasis should
be called Nordic, fearing that so-called Nordic values
of equality could be changing. The findings from the
present study in some respects sustain this fear. In
Iceland, the blame cannot be put on free school
choice, like in Sweden (Osth et al., 2013), but at the
same time many other influences of GERM can be
traced within the Icelandic compulsory school sys-
tem, such as stronger measures of control over
schools. The situation is difficult: the Nordic point
of view on education, which emphasizes quality and
equity, is visible in official policy documents, but the
actions of politicians in charge of the Ministry of
Education in Iceland point in a somewhat different
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direction. The experiences of parents also show that
treating all children and all parents equally does not
seem to be of prime concern in school practice. The
lack of school funding or access to professional
expertise cannot excuse this. The illusion of the
Icelandic educational system as upholding the values
of equity and quality may be one of the reasons for
the downplaying of equity in schools’ practice, which
in turn is displayed in parents’ dissatisfaction. It is
likely that many teachers and school leaders would
reconsider how they act in home-school relationships
and reform their decisions and daily practices if the
discussion about home-school relations were
informed by the findings from the present study
and from similar studies in other national contexts.
Quality and equity are often promoted as values that
are generally emphasized in the Nordic countries
(Sahlberg, 2014), but findings from the present
study signal the importance of bringing these values
forth when working with home-school relations and
including them in discussions about school develop-
ment, where school professionals, parents and stu-
dents should all have a respected voice. The image
of equity in Icelandic schools is disputable. If the aim
is joint responsibility for student welfare and educa-
tion, parental involvement must be discussed and
encouraged in many different ways.
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