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The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore parental engagement in the
home learning environment, and parents’ implicit beliefs about learning underlying such
engagement. Nineteen parents of school children between 7 and 12 years old were
interviewed in two different cultural contexts, Finland (N = 10) and Portugal (N = 9).
The interviews were subjected to inductive and deductive content analysis. Forms of
parental engagement at home were similar in both countries, divided between two
main categories: engagement with their child’s holistic development and engagement
with the child’s schooling process. Parental narratives about engagement were, for the
most part, embedded in a growth mindset (or an incremental meaning system). The
most common actualizations of engagement included considering the child’s learning
contexts and emotions; encouraging effort, persistence and practice; approaching
difficulties as a natural part of learning and suggesting strategies for overcoming them.
Parental practices of engagement were combined with the actualization of their implicit
beliefs to create parental engagement–mindset profiles. Twelve parents were classified
as having a growth mindset to support the child’s holistic development profile, and the
other seven were distributed amongst the three remaining profiles. The study contributes
to the growing interest on the association between parental engagement and their
learning-related implicit beliefs, giving clear first-person illustrations of how both occur
and interact in the home learning environment. Implications for practice are discussed.

Keywords: parental mindset, parental engagement, learning in the home, holistic development, Finland, Portugal

INTRODUCTION

Research conducted over the past 40 years has highlighted the centrality of parental involvement in
children’s schooling and achievement (Grolnick and Slowiaczek, 1994; Epstein, 2011). However,
the latest tendencies in global educational goals encourage a shift of the parental role in their
children’s learning and call for a different approach (OECD, 2012; Goodall, 2017). Parents have
traditionally been seen as allies who support the schools’ goals and who are sporadically involved
in their children’s schools or schooling (Epstein, 2011). As the realization dawns that versatile
citizens are as essential to society as well-trained professionals, there is an increasing emphasis on
truly engaging parents with their children’s learning. Parents are, therefore, perceived as valuable
partners (Goodall and Montgomery, 2014) in a learning process that includes the acquisition of
transferrable home–school–work life competences such as managing daily life, active participation,
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and interaction (FNBE – Finnish National Board of Education,
2016; DGE – Direção-Geral de Ensino, 2017; OECD, 2018, p. 4).

Carol Dweck’s (2000) self-theories framework, or mindset
theory, has been successful in enhancing understanding of
people’s approaches to learning-related situations in an array of
contexts, such as work life, sports or the classroom. According to
the author (Dweck, 2000, 2006); the mindset theory postulates
that a person’s mindset refers to implicit beliefs about their
basic abilities. Thus, an individual with a growth mindset (or
incremental implicit theory) believes his or her abilities can be
developed through effort and will persist in the face of challenges
in order to learn from them. On the other hand, an individual
with a fixed mindset (or entity implicit theory) believes abilities
cannot be changed and will be less motivated to learn from
difficult situations. Mindset is considered a major element to
be taken into account in the fight against inequitable education
and the stereotyping of disadvantaged students (Dweck, 2010).
Therefore, it has lately been gaining ground in studies of
parenting styles and parental engagement with learning in the
home (e.g., Moorman and Pomerantz, 2010; Muenks et al., 2015;
Schiffrin et al., 2019; Justice et al., 2020).

Most of these quantitative studies focus on how the parental
mindset about the fixedness of their children’s abilities is
associated with their engagement in their children’s learning-
related activities at home, and with parenting styles such
as controlling versus autonomy-supportive. The findings are
promising, indicating that the parental mindset may be associated
with various patterns of parental style and engagement at home
(Muenks et al., 2015), and that it could even serve as a predictor
of specific forms of engagement (Justice et al., 2020). Such
studies open new avenues for addressing old problems related to
engaging all families and using the home environment of every
pupil to support learning (Goodall, 2013). They also highlight
the importance of studying different cultural settings to explore
the variability of the parental mindset and engagement in their
children’s learning (Justice et al., 2020).

Existing research on the parental mindset is predominantly,
if not entirely, questionnaire-based. Our aim is to broaden the
methodological perspective by utilizing qualitative approaches,
allowing phenomena to be studied in a way that presents
their character on a deeper level (Larsson, 1998). This study,
therefore, is intended to contribute to the debate on the parental
engagement–mindset theme. Through parents’ own narratives, we
explore how they engage with their children’s learning at home,
and their mindsets regarding such engagement.

Finland and Portugal were selected for this study as both have
recently been through major core curriculum reforms with a
very similar aim. Finland and Portugal seek to adapt the goals
of their curricula to a holistic perspective, aiming for students to
develop not only competences in individual fields of knowledge,
but also competences of the whole person (e.g., autonomy
and teamwork) (FNBE – Finnish National Board of Education,
2016; DGE – Direção-Geral de Ensino, 2017). Nevertheless,
Finland and Portugal implement their holistic educational goals
from different starting points. Finland has undoubtedly been
an example of well implemented educational reforms through
decades (Tirri, 2014), serving as a model of good practices.

Finland is, therefore, a promising environment for fruitful lessons
about parental engagement to emerge. Therefore, our results
will inform research and practice on how the home learning
environment may be considered to support children’s learning
more effectively, in Finland, Portugal and other countries
undergoing similar reforms.

Parental Engagement and the Home
Learning Environment
A considerable body of research indicates that parental
involvement in learning enhances school achievement among
their children (for a meta-analysis, see Wilder, 2014). As a result,
there has been extensive interest about the parental role in
education over the decades, as researchers have questioned how
this could better serve the schooling process (Grolnick et al., 1997).
More recently, there has been a shift from a school-centered
to a learning-centered approach, attention being directed to
interactions in the home and parenting styles, instead of mere
parental participation in school or schooling (e.g., Goodall, 2013;
Sikiö et al., 2017).

According to Goodall and Montgomery (2014), the parental
role could better facilitate the learning process of children if
viewed as a three-point continuum of engagement with learning.
The continuum covers what parents do both at school and at
home. In practical terms, a continuum of parental engagement
with learning means that parent and child constantly navigate
through a variety of interactions that support the child’s learning:
for instance, from attending presentations or meetings in the
school (engagement with the school), supervising or helping with
homework at home (engagement with the schooling) to chatting
with the child about their friendships or after-school football
practice around the dinner table (engagement with learning).
This third point has been described as the ultimate form of
enhancing the home learning environment and relationships,
in which both teachers and parents focus on the child as a
whole person, and not solely on schooling goals. It constitutes
genuine parental interest and support in all learning-related
aspects of the child’s life, accompanied by a stronger feeling of
parental ownership of actions toward their children’s learning.
The framework acknowledges traditional forms of involvement
as part of the continuum and argues that the more effective
parental role in learning is engagement with their children’s
holistic development. Here, school, schooling and outside-of-
school matters have equivalent importance and need for parental
engagement in the life of a child (for a recent review on parental
involvement and engagement, see Levinthal and Kuusisto, 2020).

This perspective builds on previous research attesting to the
high relevance of the home learning environment. For example,
longitudinal studies based on information from more than 3,000
3- to 7-year-old children and their educational contexts revealed
that the home learning environment was the single strongest
contextual factor affecting children’s cognitive development.
What parents did to support and encourage learning outside of
the school context mattered more than their profession, income,
or even educational level (Sylva et al., 2004). Children with higher
scores on intellect and social behavior, for example, had parents
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who engaged in reading with them, taught them songs and
nursery rhymes, taught and played with letters and numbers, and
engaged in painting, drawing, and visiting the library together.
According to the findings, these parents would also create regular
opportunities for their children to play with friends at home.
Another study involving parents of kindergarten children from
white, black and Hispanic ethnic background (Chen et al., 2012)
reported a similar set of literacy activities amongst all ethnic
groups as forms of engagement in the home. However, little is
known about such ludic and broad forms of parental engagement
among school-age children.

Studies on parental engagement at home from primary
education onward assign a central role to homework supervision.
Given the stronger association of home-based – over school-
based – parental involvement with children’s outcomes (for a
meta-analysis, see Hill and Tyson, 2009), homework support has
been studied from different perspectives. Having conducted a
meta-analysis of 52 quantitative studies on parental involvement,
Jeynes (2007) concluded that, although supervising homework
might be a commonsense strategy for getting involved in
children’s learning, it does not affect school attainment. A more
recent meta-analysis aimed to analyze common findings from
studies regarding the relationship between parental involvement
and student academic achievement. The author (Wilder, 2014)
highlighted that, from the ten different definitions of parental
involvement among the nine studies analyzed, the ones that
defined involvement as homework assistance revealed no positive
relationship or a negative correlation between homework
assistance and academic achievement. On the other hand, it
is reported in a recent study based on interviews with eight
parents (Braunschweig et al., 2019) that the non-existence of
homework could be perceived by parents as a loss of control over
their children’s learning, requiring the adaptation of school-home
communication. According to Goodall (2013), more than helping
with homework, what influences children’s achievement is when
parents link what is being learned at school with other aspects of
their children’s lives, and when they provide structure at home.
Structure, in turn, constitutes a key dimension of parenting
that contributes to optimal involvement, together with parental
support of children’s autonomy, positive affect, and support of
process-focused learning (Pomerantz et al., 2012).

The debate on homework heralded a focus on parenting styles
of involvement (e.g., Cooper et al., 2000). It is reported in a
quantitative study among Portuguese elementary- and middle-
school children (Mata et al., 2018) that those who perceived their
parents as being more interested and learning-engaged tended to
see interactions related to homework and conversations about
school as more positive. Accordingly, quantitative longitudinal
studies involving Finnish children at elementary school and
their mothers (Silinskas et al., 2015; Sikiö et al., 2017) assessed
maternal help in homework, maternal levels of warmth and
behavioral control in parenting styles, as well as children’s reading
comprehension and pseudoword spelling abilities. According
to the results, the most beneficial style of involvement with
homework entailed positive parental affect and interaction.

Consistently, as stated in the OECD (2012) report on the
parent factor in education, based on questionnaires distributed

in thirteen countries, parents who read to their young
children, and who engage in conversation with their adolescent
children around the dinner table are more likely to have a
significant impact on their children language-skills outcomes
in secondary school. Positive parent–child interactions such as
these, marked by genuine enjoyment, interest and engagement,
have a long-lasting effect when they begin at a young age and
continue throughout the child’s development, beyond homework
supervision. An authoritative parenting style, with high levels
of warmth, autonomy-support and appropriate expectations,
is regarded nowadays (Goodall, 2013) as the most promotive
of effective parental engagement in all areas of children’s
development, and supportive of their growth and learning
as whole persons.

Whole-person development or educating the whole child are
well-known terms within holistic educational paradigms. Such
paradigms are adopted by schools that value the children’s
learning context, that consider all areas of development just
as important as academic achievement, and that pay attention
to each child’s feelings, aspirations and ideas (Miller, 2000).
However, if such a paradigm is to be fruitful, schools and parents
must collaborate closely, as a ‘whole child’ does not learn only in
school or while doing homework. Although teachers around the
world implement a whole-person approach in their classrooms
(FNBE – Finnish National Board of Education, 2016; DGE –
Direção-Geral de Ensino, 2017), most schools fail to encourage
parents to engage with learning from a holistic perspective,
and parental involvement practices at home might end up not
serving children’s and families’ best interests (Goodall, 2017).
The recent shift in research, from school-centered to learning-
centered parental involvement practices, highlight the need to
enhance knowledge about different ways parents may support
their children’s learning at home.

Parental Mindset in the Home Learning
Environment
Parental engagement is a major asset promoting children’s
learning, but each family’s reality is unique. Thus, engagement
experiences at home may vary, influenced by parental motivation
and role beliefs, teachers’ requests or children’s attributes
(Deslandes and Rousseau, 2007; Eccles, 2007; Pomerantz et al.,
2012). Parents have implicit beliefs about the abilities of their
children (Dweck and Leggett, 1988; Dweck, 2000; Moorman and
Pomerantz, 2010). In other words, they either engage in learning-
related situations in the belief that their children’s abilities are
malleable and that their learning can be developed (a growth
mindset or incremental implicit theory), or they believe that
their children’s abilities are static and that there are some things
they may never learn (a fixed mindset or entity implicit theory)
(Rautiainen et al., 2016).

Within the framework of implicit theories (Dweck and
Leggett, 1988; Dweck, 2000) is a substantial number of studies on
the impact of a growth or a fixed mindset on people themselves
and on those around them (Blackwell et al., 2007; Zhang
et al., 2017). An individual with a growth mindset concerning
intelligence, for example, believes that people can become more
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and more intelligent through experience, whereas someone with
a fixed mindset believes that people are either permanently
intelligent or not. Such implicit beliefs form a complex network of
tendentially incremental or entity meaning systems, which tend
to be activated in challenging situations (Plaks et al., 2009). In this
study, we use mindset as a standard term that also encapsulates
implicit beliefs and implicit meaning systems.

Mindsets are somewhat generalizable, in other words
extendable to a variety of contexts (Dweck, 2000), but they
may as well vary in different domains (Dweck et al., 1995). For
example, someone might have a growth mindset about general
intelligence, but a domain-specific fixed mindset in how they
approach challenging math tasks (Gunderson et al., 2017).

Mindset theory has been studied in classroom and school
contexts (e.g., Ronkainen et al., 2019; Seaton, 2018), underlining
the role of the adult in building children’s self-esteem. One of
the most relevant discoveries from research on implicit theories
is that praising children for their ability (person praise), instead
of for their effort or strategies (process praise), undermines
their motivation (Mueller and Dweck, 1998; Glerum et al.,
2020), in that they devote energy not only to achieving a goal
(mastery-oriented), but also to making sure they look smart
in the eyes of others (performance-oriented). A framework
for growth mindset pedagogy in basic education was recently
developed and applied in Finland in a qualitative study (Rissanen
et al., 2019). The authors concluded that certain features of
the teaching style created a growth mindset atmosphere and
were likely to boost student learning. These features included,
among other things, avoiding judging students too quickly,
promoting mastery-oriented rather than comparison-oriented
learning, providing honest feedback in the form of “not yet,” not
shielding students from challenging situations, praising strategies
and effort, emphasizing the positive aspects of challenges, failure,
and mistakes in learning, and fostering situational attribution,
i.e., behavior instead of traits.

Although home and school environments differ in nature and
purpose, both constitute the two major childhood scenarios in
which the young rely heavily on encouragement from adults
to keep on joyfully embracing learning opportunities. It could
thus be argued that a growth mindset atmosphere created in
the classroom may find home learning equivalents in various
features of parent–child learning-related dynamics (see Stern and
Hertel, 2020, in this edition). However, most research on the
parental mindset concerns its associations with the mindset of
their children and their achievements (e.g., Rautiainen et al.,
2016; Rowe and Leech, 2019), and sheds little light on the
processes in which growth mindset parents engage to support
their children’s learning at home. Strengthening this trend,
recent studies identify parental encouragement of effort as the
most important feature of parent–child communication aimed at
fostering a growth mindset in the child, more strongly predictive
than the parents’ own growth mindset (Haimovitz and Dweck,
2016, 2017). According to the authors, parental beliefs about the
motivating or demotivating effects of failure, and their responses
to their children’s failure, are associated with various parental
practices. Such incremental or entity implicit beliefs originate,
respectively, in a failure-is-enhancing mindset meaning that the

parent encourages process-focused thinking in their children to
overcome challenges, or in a failure-is-debilitating mindset that
may prevent their children from pushing further.

Schiffrin et al. (2019) recently carried out a quantitative study
on this approach to failure. They adopted the term helicopter
parenting to describe an overly involved and controlling
parenting style that provides a level of developmentally
inappropriate problem-solving assistance. Among the sample of
275 18- to- 25-year-olds, those reporting a failure-is-debilitating
(as opposed to a failure-is-enhancing) parental mindset were
also more likely to report helicopter parenting behaviors
in their fathers.

In another study, Muenks et al. (2015) combined parental
beliefs about their children’s ability and practices of engagement
at home. Their aim was to explore the beliefs of 300 parents
about the fixedness of their children’s abilities, based on
questionnaire responses and self-reported mastery-oriented and
autonomy-supportive behaviors. According to their findings,
the more strongly the parents believed their children’s abilities
were fixed, the more readily they endorsed controlling (as
opposed to autonomy-supportive) and performance-oriented
(as opposed to mastery-oriented) behaviors at home, and
the less frequently they reported engaging in academically
related activities with their children in the home environment.
Beyond the sphere of academically related engagement, Justice
and collaborators (Justice et al., 2020) recently conducted a
comparative quantitative study involving 497 United States and
Danish parents of children aged from 3 to 5 years. They
specifically set out to explore the association (if any) of a parental
mindset related to ability and effort with home learning activities
at home. Among the four practices of parental engagement they
studied (family learning activities, learning extensions, parental
time investment, and parental school involvement), the results
showed that parents’ effort mindset was a predictor of family
learning activities at home and of parental time investment, and
that the country moderated the relationship between an effort
mindset and parental time investment. In the study, an effort
mindset referred to the extent to which parents’ beliefs reflected
the importance of effort in their children’s learning.

It is suggested that a complex network of implicit parental
beliefs about their children’s abilities is connected to a growth
or fixed mindset (Plaks et al., 2009; Haimovitz and Dweck,
2016, 2017), that is constantly actualized in their relationships.
Not only do mindsets affect praise and failure feedback, but
they also tend to take over in any learning-related situation,
especially challenging ones. In the case of a growth mindset,
incremental implicit beliefs will actualize in the encouragement of
persistence and process-focused thinking, implying that learning
is a work in progress, and that it is a good thing (Rissanen et al.,
2019). On the other hand, in the case of a fixed mindset, entity
implicit beliefs will actualize in a crystalized way of interpreting
people and situations, and the need to persist will be seen as a
permanent weakness (Moorman and Pomerantz, 2010). It often
happens that beliefs actualize in a combined and less antagonistic
mixed form, thus mindsets should be perceived as one spectrum
instead of two fixed opposite concepts. Given that implicit beliefs
develop as a way of organizing one’s world and giving meaning to
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experiences (Dweck, 2000, 2017), they may fluctuate depending
on the motivation and the emotion. In one specific domain and
at one given time, an individual may tend toward either a fixed
or a growth mindset (Seaton, 2018), but may as well show both
growth and fixed tendencies in their behavior, indicating a mixed
mindset (e.g., Laine et al., 2016).

Following a long period of positive attention and
dissemination, the applicability of the mindset theory has
been largely questioned in the last decade, especially due to failed
mindset interventions replication and applicability (Dweck and
Yeager, 2019; Yeager et al., 2019). After looking carefully into
past research and conducting new studies, the mindset theory
is building stronger assets to its foundation and confirming its
applicability to learning contexts by two means: (a) recognizing
and highlighting the central role of the environment revolving
any mindset intervention, e.g., school culture, classroom climate
and age of target-group (Dweck and Yeager, 2019), and (b)
attempting to bring together complex psychological phenomena
(Dweck, 2017) and an array of disciplines of study (Dweck and
Yeager, 2019) to model effective mindset interventions. Such
enlargement of scope, that considers people’s beliefs, emotions,
motivation, personality and intertwined environment, provides
a rich framework to study parental engagement practices and
mindsets in the home environment.

The Aim of the Study
The present study is part of the University of Helsinki’s
Copernicus project, which explores the implicit beliefs of parents,
teachers and students, as well as home-school collaboration, in
different cultural contexts. This study focuses on the parental
role in children’s learning, in Finland and Portugal. Our aim is,
in an analysis of parental narratives, to characterize engagement
with their children’s learning at home, and the implicit beliefs
about learning that underlie such engagement. The research
questions are as follows.

(1) How do parents engage with their children’s learning at
home?
(2) How do parents’ implicit beliefs about learning actualize
in such engagement?
(3) What kind of engagement–mindset profiles are
identifiable amongst the parents?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
In seeking answers to our questions, we adopted a qualitative
approach based on in-depth interviews. We sent invitation
e-mails to a set of 50 Finnish English-speaking parents who had
previously collaborated with the Copernicus project by answering
a mindset survey in 2016 or 2017. The Portuguese parents
received an invitation from the principal of the respective schools,
and those wishing to collaborate enrolled through a hyperlink.
All parents who volunteered were interviewed. The participants
(N = 19) were parents of first- to sixth-grade children, ten Finnish
parents from Helsinki and nine Portuguese parents from Lisbon.

In Finland, the parents came from two schools located
in different socio-economic urban neighborhoods in Helsinki,
to ensure diversity of parental experiences and narratives.
One school with 900 students provides basic education from
grades one to nine, and the other has 940 students in
basic to upper-secondary education. The Portuguese parents
came from one five-school agrupamento educating 2,550
pupils from kindergarten to the secondary level. Schools in
Portugal work in groups (agrupamentos) of neighboring schools
with complementary levels, under the same administration.
Following the same principle as in Finland, we selected a
Portuguese agrupamento that was in a heterogeneous and
urban neighborhood.

The interviews in Finland were conducted in February 2020
and took place in different locations including the schools,
the neighborhood library and the participants’ homes. The
Portuguese parents were interviewed between March and June
2020, via the videocall software Zoom on account of the
coronavirus pandemic. The researcher took all the necessary
precautions to ensure the participants’ privacy and safety
during face-to-face and online interviews. The Finnish and
the Portuguese participants were interviewed in English and
Portuguese, respectively.

Participation in the study was voluntary. The participants
were informed that the interview concerned their engagement
with their children’s learning, and they signed an informed
consent form regarding their participation (Finnish Advisory
Board on Research Integrity, 2009). A more detailed explanation
of the mindset-related purpose of the study was given after
each interview, to ensure that it would not influence the
parents’ responses.

Table 1 gives background information about the parents,
including mean age, gender, education, and child’s grade. Parents’
mean age were 43 years old (Mall = 43.84; SDall = 8.21).
In Finland, the mean age of parents was 47 (MFinn = 47;
SDFinn = 9.01; MinFinn = 40; MaxFinn = 70), whereas, in Portugal,
it was 40 years old (MPort = 40.33; SDPort = 5.83; MinPort = 29;
MaxPort = 50). Most participants were female (nF = 14; nM = 5),
and only one Portuguese mother, among all parents, did not have
a university degree.

TABLE 1 | Participants’ background information.

Finland N = 10 Portugal N = 9

Age (in years) mean (SD) 47 (9) 40.33 (5.8)

Gender

Female 6 7

Male 4 2

Education

Secondary education 0 1

Higher education 10 8

Child’s grade

1st and 2nd 0 5

3rd and 4th 3 2

5th and 6th 7 2
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Instruments
We used a semi-structured interview protocol to ensure
consistency, while also allowing for spontaneous narratives to
emerge (Legard et al., 2003). This study’s data comes from
a broader study about parental engagement practices and
mindset. Interviewees were asked to speak rather freely about
the topics of parental engagement with their children’s learning
at home and at school, dealing with their children’s challenges
and successes in learning, and parent-teacher learning-related
collaboration. The opening question was Please, tell me
about what in your opinion makes for a successful teacher-
parent partnership? The narratives were followed by clarifying
questions by the researcher, who would lead the conversation
to the subsequent topic of discussion in a natural manner.
Indicative questions used in the present study are What does
parental engagement with learning mean, from your point
of view? How can parents engage with learning at home?
or Can you recall a challenging learning episode that took
place at home and how you approached it? Can you recall a
successful learning episode that took place at home and how
you approached it? The sequence of questions varied from
one interview to the other, to favor the spontaneous flow of
the conversations.

The protocol was based on the literature (e.g., Goodall, 2013;
Haimovitz and Dweck, 2017) and aimed at eliciting descriptions
not only of the parents’ experiences, but also their context,
e.g., learning-related implicit beliefs, attitudes, and processes
underlying engagement in the child’s learning. The interviews
varied in length from 30 to 120 min, the average length being
1 h. They were audio-recorded and later transcribed, generating
213 pages of text.

Before the interview, the parents filled in a short demographic
questionnaire. They were also informed that the term ‘at home’
referred to all non-school-related occasions, such as in the
park. Additionally, parents were asked what the word ‘learning’
meant in their own understanding. All definitions shared by
the participants conveyed an idea of learning as an ongoing
phenomenon in their children’s lives and independent from
the school context. It was thereby guaranteed a common
interviewer–interviewee conceptualization of learning.

Analysis
A content-analysis method was employed to study the data. We
chose content analysis because it is commonly used in research
aimed at enhancing understanding of and retrieving meaning
from rich verbal data in an objective and systematic manner
(Krippendorf, 2004; Schreier, 2012). The unit of analysis varied
from parts of sentences to whole paragraphs. As a criterion,
each coded excerpt should constitute an independent element of
meaning about the phenomena (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). Atlas.ti 8
software was used to facilitate the analysis.

To find answers to our first research question we carried out
an inductive content analysis, given that our purpose was to
identify and contextualize forms of parental engagement in the
home. Thus, all the codes derived from the data (Elo and Kyngäs,
2008). First, the first author coded each interview regarding

parental engagement at home. Every time a new engagement-
related topic emerged a new code was created. Second, through
a process of reflection and discussion, the first and the second
authors clustered the codes into thirteen subcategories, then five
broader subcategories and, finally, in two main categories. The
process necessitated iterative analyses of the data. Example 1
demonstrates a unit of analysis related to engagement in the
schooling process, of which the code was studying the clock,
subcategory supporting studying, broader subcategory helping
with schooling-related activities, and main category engagement
with the children’s schooling process.

Example 1: She started to learn to tell the time at school, and it
was a little bit difficult for me [to help her], because it is a little bit
abstract. I tried to get something concrete. So, we drew a clock, you
know, we had scissors and everything. We had a little bit of fun and
did our own clock and then we started to practice with that. (Parent
16)

With regard to the second research question, we used the
features of a growth mindset, or incremental implicit beliefs,
as the units of analysis that would convey intelligence as
malleable, and challenges as boosters of learning. The features
of a fixed mindset, or entity implicit beliefs, on the other
hand, were the units that connoted intelligence as stable, and
challenges as obstacles in the learning process. Within each
main mindset category, we created six mirroring subcategories
based on the theoretical model, e.g., giving process-focused
(growth) and person-focused (fixed) praise. One fixed mindset
subcategory was later merged with a similar one, giving a total
of eleven subcategories. Example 2 exemplifies a unit of analysis
related to a growth mindset of which the code was embracing
challenges, subcategory encouraging the seeking of challenging
learning situations and main category growth mindset.

Example 2: The learning journey has been spectacular. Because it
has been hard, but, as I tell him, the hard things are the interesting
ones [. . .] it has been very good, because we all learn every day, from
the good and the less good moments. (Parent 3)

We read through the transcripts of the interviews multiple
times to make sure that we would interpret contexts and
meanings as accurately as possible. To achieve consensus, the
first and the second author reflected upon the coding decisions
on four different occasions. Disagreements were discussed and
recoded jointly.

In the final phase of the analysis, to answer our third research
question and identify parental engagement–mindset profiles,
we considered each interview as a whole. We calculated the
frequencies of statements for the main categories separately
for each parent so that we would be able to detect which
aspects of parental engagement and mindset were emphasized
in individual parental narratives (Tuomi and Sarajärvi, 2002).
The statements were calculated per parent to determine whether
he or she had described his/her engagement mostly related to
the schooling process, or had engaged with his/her child mostly
in an integrated way, i.e., engaging in holistic development.
An overall engagement tendency was defined as holistic when
the parent had more than 50% of engagement statements in
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the main category engagement with their children’s holistic
development. Similarly, parents with over 50% of statements in
the main category engagement with their children’s schooling
process were classified as having schooling-focused engagement
in their children’s learning. Even though engaging with the
schooling process is considered an integral part of engaging
with the holistic development (Goodall and Montgomery, 2014),
the distinction here presented is possible, because the authors
recognize engagement with the holistic development as the
third and major point of the engagement continuum, that
globalizes all forms of engaging with learning. Because all
parents narrated engaging with their children’s schooling process
and holistic development, it is necessary to point out that
parental engagement–mindset profiles reflect patterns found in
our data, collected and analyzed in specific occasions. Therefore,
they portray a tendency of engagement, instead of the whole
continuum a parent and child might navigate through, in their
learning-related interactions.

With regard to the parental mindset, those whose statements
concentrated between 75% and 100% in the growth mindset
category were assumed to have an overall Growth Mindset (GM).
All the remaining parents’ mindsets were classified as Mixed
Mindset (MM) because their statements aligned with both the
growth mindset and fixed mindset categories. Four parental
profiles were created on the basis of the calculations.

RESULTS

Parental Engagement With Their
Children’s Learning at Home
The first research question concerned how Finnish and
Portuguese parents engaged in their children’s learning at home:
a total of 313 statements (f Finn = 171; f Port = 142) citing parental
engagement were identified and coded (see Table 2).

As Table 2 shows, parental engagement practices were
classified in two main categories based on whether narratives
reflected engagement with children’s schooling process or holistic
development. No major differences between the Finnish and the
Portuguese parents were identified in this respect, therefore we
assess the results as a single group. The narrative exemplars
transcribed below have been selected based on how well they
represent the data in each category.

The first main category, engagement with the children’s
holistic development (f = 191), was prominent, the emphasis
being on cultivating the relationship (f = 86) with their children
and developing the character (f = 68). The following statements
well demonstrate how parents in our sample see showing interest
in their children as an intrinsic part of being engaged.

[Parental engagement] is my own interest and motivation to follow
how my child is learning, what he is learning, how he is doing, what
are the challenges for him. [. . .] And I feel it is very normal that
I make some observations and I follow how he is doing. [. . .] The
child should feel and experience that the parent is always ready to
give support, to give his knowledge, to back this [learning] process.
(Parent 18, Finnish, Female, 44 years old)

To me, [engaging] is the interest we as parents have in the children’s
education . . . it is asking how their day went, to know about
them, how did the school day go, what went well, what did not,
if they remember what they learned, chats they have had during
the day with classmates. (Parent 3, Portuguese, Male, 40 years
old)

Similarly, encouraging autonomy (f = 37) was the highlight of
developing the character in learning-related experiences at home,
as one parent said about his fifth grader.

What is needed is to [. . .] develop in the child the autonomy to
be organized. Because, if not, then the child will be by herself until
eleven in the evening [. . .] So, what we do is ‘okay, you have until
seven o’clock to do your homework.’ When it’s seven, then, it’s over.
‘Couldn’t complete it? Well, next time you have to manage your
time better.’ That’s what we try to stimulate in her, organizing skills.
(Parent 9, Portuguese, Male, 41 years old)

There were also references to supporting leisure-time
activities (f = 37). Here, parents spoke of engagement as
providing opportunities to try new skills and experiences (f = 23)
beyond the world of school, as shown by the following mother.

We gave our daughter a book about programming for kids and
bought, actually, this kind of small computer for kids, so she could
start learning coding. Something that is in between, that are not
books from school, but also not random. (Parent 13, Finnish,
Female, 40 years old)

The second main category, engagement with the children’s
schooling process (f = 122), was strongly present in the
parental experiences of engagement at home. The emphasis was
on directly helping with schooling-related activities (f = 77).
Within this main category, supervising homework (f = 44)
and supporting studying (f = 25) were recurrent topics of
engagement. This Portuguese mother exemplifies her approach
to homework supervision.

Being engaged is [. . .] to know what the children are learning,
what they are doing, not necessarily knowing the content matter
or being beside them doing the homework together, but at least,
supervising, paying attention, being always, always present. (Parent
6, Portuguese, Female, 44 years old)

Parents also reported indirectly engaging in their children’s
learning at home while updating their schooling-related
information (f = 45): examples include knowing their children’s
school routine (f = 20), communicating with the teacher
(f = 20) and seeking information about the curriculum (f = 4).
The parents highlighted the importance of knowing what
happens in the school and reaching out to the teacher if
necessary, for instance.

Parents’ Implicit Beliefs and Their
Actualization in Parental Engagement at
Home
The responses to the second research question concerning
the actualization of the parents’ implicit beliefs at home are
presented as a table of frequencies (Table 3) showing which
features of a growth and a fixed mindset prevailed in the
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TABLE 2 | Frequencies of the subcategories and main categories of parental engagement at home.

Parents engaged with. . . Number of statements

Finnish (N = 10) f (%) Portuguese (N = 9) f (%) Total (N = 19) f (%)

Their children’s holistic development 96 (56) 95 (67) 191 (61)

Cultivating the relationship 38 (22) 48 (34) 86 (27)

Showing interest in their children 34 (20) 43 (30) 77 (24)

Taking the role of a parent 4 (2) 5 (4) 9 (3)

Developing the character 39 (23) 29 (20) 68 (22)

Encouraging autonomy 24 (14) 13 (9) 37 (12)

Teaching morality and rules 8 (5) 9 (6) 17 (6)

Giving socio-emotional support 7 (4) 7 (5) 14 (4)

Supporting leisure-time activities 19 (11) 18 (13) 37 (12)

Providing new skills and experiences 14 (8) 9 (6,5) 23 (7)

Spending leisure time together 5 (3) 9 (6,5) 14 (5)

Their children’s schooling process 75 (44) 47 (33) 122 (39)

Helping with schooling-related activities 48 (28) 29 (20) 77 (25)

Supervising homework 28 (16) 16 (11) 44 (14)

Supporting studying 14 (8) 11 (8) 25 (8)

Preparing for exams 6 (4) 2 (1) 8 (3)

Updating schooling-related information 27 (16) 18 (13) 45 (14)

Knowing their children’s school routine 15 (9) 5 (4) 20 (6)

Communicating with the teacher 9 (5) 12 (8) 21 (7)

Seeking information about the curriculum 3 (2) 1 (1) 4 (1)

Total of statements 171 142 313

TABLE 3 | Actualization of parents’ implicit beliefs about learning in their parental engagement at home.

Parental implicit beliefs actualized in a. . . Number of statements

Finnish (N = 10) f (%) Portuguese (N = 9) f (%) Total (N = 19) f (%)

Growth mindset 126 (77) 108 (89) 234 (82)

Considering the child’s learning context and emotions 25 (15) 46 (38) 71 (25)

Encouraging effort, persistence and practice 36 (22) 19 (16) 55 (19)

Approaching difficulties as a natural part of learning and suggesting strategies 23 (13) 12 (10) 33 (12)

Encouraging the seeking of challenging learning situations 21 (14) 9 (7) 32 (11)

Giving process-focused praise 16 (10) 11 (9) 27 (10)

Advising to ask questions when in doubt 5 (3) 11 (9) 16 (5)

Fixed mindset 38 (23) 14 (11) 52 (18)

Interpreting personality 16 (10) 10 (8) 26 (9)

Comparing and rewarding performance 12 (7) 1 (0,5) 13 (4)

Approaching difficulties as obstacles to learning 3 (1,5) 2 (2) 5 (2)

Admiring effortless success 4 (3) 1 (0,5) 5 (2)

Giving person-focused praise 3 (1,5) 0 (0) 3 (1)

Total of statements 164 122 286

interviewees’ narratives. We identified a total of 286 relevant
statements (f Finn = 164; f Port = 122) indicative of parents’ implicit
beliefs about learning.

Next, we consider the most prominent subcategories in more
detail. In general, we discuss the results as a whole, given that
there were no major differences between the Finnish and the
Portuguese parents. At some points in this section we discuss
interpretations of the growth and fixed categories together given
that they mirror each other, even though they are reported in
separate segments in Table 3.

As Table 3 shows, the parents’ engagement narratives were
consistently embedded in a growth mindset (f = 234), which was
demonstrated in how they considered the child’s learning context
and emotions (f = 71) in the situation, rather than fixed traits such
as interpreting personality (f = 26).

Other indications of a growth mindset were evident in their
discourse, such as encouraging effort, persistence and practice
(f = 55), as opposed to admiring effortless success (f = 5), which
is indicative of a fixed mindset. Features indicating a growth
mindset tended to relate to process-focused praising (f = 27),
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whereas fixed mindset-related person-focused praising (f = 3) was
seldom used. The following statement about giving feedback to
her first grader about her success in a difficult writing task reflects
both subcategories: encouraging effort, persistence and practice
and process-focused praising.

I always congratulate her, because all victories are victories. You can
only win the war with various smaller battles. I say ‘You see? You
just needed to have patience. Of course, if you work, you are calm
and patient, things will get done.’ (Parent 7, Portuguese, Female,
35 years old)

Further evidence of growth mindset thinking in the parents’
narratives relates to approaching difficulties as a natural part
of learning and suggesting strategies (f = 33) for overcoming
them, whereas responses reflecting the fixed mindset subcategory
approaching difficulties as obstacles to learning (f = 5) were fewer.
Avoiding the comfort zone and encouraging children to seek
challenging learning situations (f = 32) was another prominent
feature evidencing a growth mindset in the parents’ discourse,
especially among the Finnish respondents (f Finn = 21; f Port = 9).
The following statement falls into this subcategory. The parent
talks about allowing his children to explore the city without
adult supervision.

The kids are expanding their area all the time, and we are trying to
let them do that [. . .] We let them explore the world and hopefully
not just sit and use their phones all day. And this is also an
educational thing, that they take responsibility for themselves, [that]
they know what to do if they get lost or if they hurt themselves or if
they get hungry, [that] they know how to use money, to interact with
people they don’t know. (Parent 14, Finnish, Male, 43 years old)

Finally, although the fixed mindset subcategories were not
prevalent, comparing and rewarding performance (f = 13)
featured in the Finnish parents’ narratives (f Finn = 12; f Port = 1):
7% of the relevant statements mention some kind of material
rewarding of children’s achievements – such as a present, money
or candy – based on an expected standard of performance. We
should nevertheless point out that few statements were assigned
to this subcategory.

Although the frequency tables were a major support in terms
of identifying patterns in our data, we were intent on accessing
individuals and understanding how their implicit meaning
system connected to their overall engagement in their children’s
learning at home. In the next step of the analysis, we attempted to
realize these associations and to situate parents, accordingly.

Parental Engagement–Mindset Profiles
To answer our third research question about what engagement–
mindset profiles could be identified among the parents, we
analyzed each participant’s overall tendency to engage with
learning and their mindsets about learning. We calculated the
frequencies of statements for the main categories for each parent
and built four parental profiles based on the calculations. Table 4
and Figure 1 illustrate the process and present the results.

Figure 1 depicts learning-related parental engagement and
mindsets combined in four profiles, thereby giving a clearer
picture of how parental mindsets actualize in their engagement

with their children at home. The underlined text below refers to
the names of the profiles; text in italics refers to the subcategories
of engagement, reported in Table 2; and text in bold refers to the
mindset subcategories, reported in Table 3.

Most of the parents we studied exhibited a growth mindset
to support the child’s holistic development (n = 12, nFinn = 5,
nPort = 7). They treated their children as whole persons and
engaged in their home learning in multiple ways, taking special
advantage of spontaneous day-to-day routine as opportunities
for engagement. The following statement exemplifies the
actualization of a growth mindset in approaching difficulties
as a natural part of learning and suggesting strategies for
overcoming them when teaching about morality and rules and
encouraging autonomy.

I told him how bad fake news is. [Because he appeared in a
newspaper article], I told him ‘tell me whenever you get the first
message from anyone that you don’t know, that seems to be
somehow suspicious, a wrong message, show it to me. We can check
it together if it’s some kind of scam,’ because his name is out there
now. I told him ‘it is possible that your face and some naked body
will be put together, and that they ask you for money. It is possible
if somebody wants to be mean’ [. . .] He takes so many things
into account, and I don’t try to stop him by giving him unrelated,
irrational orders. I rely on sensible talk and discussion. (Parent 17,
Finnish, Male, 70 years old)

The growth mindset of parents with this profile was also
actualized in encouraging effort, persistence and practice and
considering the child’s learning context and emotions when
supporting studying. A Finnish father and a Portuguese mother
illustrate this in the examples below, when talking about their
children’s homework challenges.

I think that what we’ve tried to tell them is that if you work you
will learn. That if you. . . It’s not about being stupid, it’s about doing
more work. Because they might be frustrated and [say] that ‘I’m
stupid, I don’t get it, I hate it,’ and stop working and stop thinking.
So we try to embrace their self-confidence [and say] ‘it’s not you, it’s
just that you need more time, and you need to focus on it.’ (Parent
14, Finnish, Male, 43 years old)

I help her with the homework . . . if I notice she is too tired and
starting to act out and refusing it, I stop for a while and say ‘look,
we’ll finish this later today,’ because they do get tired, you know.
(Parent 2, Portuguese, Female, 41 years old)

Parents with the profile mixed mindset to support the child’s
holistic development [n = 2, nFinn = 1 (Parent 10), nPort = 1
(Parent 4)], also varied in their engagement at home. However,
the variation was more evenly distributed between schooling-
related and holistic engagement, meaning that these parents
tended to engage more in the schooling process, compared to
the previous group. The following example is a narrative of
socio-emotional support from parent 4. She describes praising her
daughter when she passed the level test for her swimming class,
after receiving many negative behavior-related comments from
the instructor in the previous months. She uses growth mindset
process-focused praise, interspersed with a fixed mindset
interpretation of her child’s characteristics as fixed traits, i.e.,
interpreting personality.
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TABLE 4 | Parental engagement–mindset profiles.

Parental engagement f (%) Mindset f (%)

Parent Country Statements (f) Schooling (S) Holistic (H) Result Statements (f) Fixed (FM) Growth (GM) Result Profiles

2 Portugal 16 3 (19) 13 (81) H 7 0 (0) 7 (100) GM Holistic development and growth mindset

3 Portugal 18 2 (12) 16 (88) H 13 0 (0) 13 (100) GM

5 Portugal 5 1 (20) 4 (80) H 15 1 (7) 14 (93) GM

6 Portugal 22 9 (41) 13 (59) H 17 0 (0) 17 (100) GM

7 Portugal 24 11 (46) 13 (54) H 24 3 (13) 21 (87) GM

8 Portugal 17 3 (18) 14 (82) H 13 0 (0) 13 (100) GM

9 Portugal 7 0 (0) 7 (100) H 7 0 (0) 7 (100) GM

12 Finland 11 4 (36) 7 (64) H 8 0 (0) 8 (100) GM

13 Finland 21 10 (47) 11 (53) H 15 0 (0) 15 (100) GM

14 Finland 22 5 (23) 17 (77) H 15 0 (0) 15 (100) GM

17 Finland 11 2 (18) 9 (82) H 18 4 (22) 14 (78) GM

18 Finland 30 11 (37) 19 (63) H 25 2 (8) 23 (92) GM

11 Finland 7 4 (57) 3 (43) S 11 4 (36) 7 (64) MM Schooling process and mixed mindset

15 Finland 7 4 (57) 3 (43) S 13 4 (31) 9 (69) MM

19 Finland 16 11 (69) 5 (31) S 18 14 (78) 4 (22) MM

1 Portugal 9 7 (78) 2 (22) S 9 2 (22) 7 (78) GM Schooling process and growth mindset

16 Finland 22 12 (55) 10 (45) S 27 2 (7) 25 (93) GM

4 Portugal 16 7 (44) 9 (56) H 17 8 (47) 9 (53) MM Holistic development and mixed mindset

10 Finland 5 2 (40) 3 (60) H 14 8 (57) 6 (43) MM
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FIGURE 1 | Parental engagement–mindset profiles.

My attitude is always positive and in the sense of sharing her
enthusiasm, ‘wow, how awesome, you did it! You see [what
happens] when you put in effort,’ I try to show her the path she has
walked along. If she had difficulties in the beginning, I try to make
her see what she managed to overcome, ‘do you remember how you
did it before? You put in effort, now you achieved your goal, the path
is not always easy, but if we put in effort, we can achieve our goals.’
[. . .] And she gets happy, but she is normally a lazy person, really
lazy, and only once in a while does she show this spectacular side.
(Parent 4, Portuguese, Female, 40 years old)

Two parents were placed in the
growth mindset to support the child’s schooling process (n = 2,
nFinn = 1, nPort = 1) profile, and three parents in the
mixed mindset to support the child’s schooling process profile
(n = 3, nFinn = 3, nPort = 0). Both profiles represent the parental
approach of engaging in learning concentrated on schooling-
related activities, but the mindset differs. Thus, although parents
in the former group may be more supportive of their children’s
mistakes and their individual learning contexts as students, those
in the latter group may convey standard-related expectations and
a negative message with regard to learning difficulties.

The following statement, from a parent with a
growth mindset to support the child’s schooling process profile,
shows how her growth mindset actualizes in her process-focused
praise and encouragement of effort, persistence and practice
when she gives feedback to her child related to achieving good
marks in school exams, i.e., preparing for exams.

I encourage her ‘this is the way to go,’ but I never tell her that she
has to be the best, because she doesn’t. We have to be the best of
ourselves, give it our best, not to be better than others [. . .] school is
not a race. (Parent 1, Portuguese, Female, 29 years old)

In the final example, on the other hand, which is from a parent
in the mixed mindset to support the child’s schooling process
profile, the mixed learning-related mindset actualizes in
supporting studying at home. Having considered this respondent’s
(Parent 19) position in Table 4, we understood the dominance
of schooling-process-related engagement. In terms of mindset,
the frequencies point to a prevalence of a fixed mindset (f = 14,
78%). In the example, when the mother talks about her child’s
mathematics skills she fits in the fixed mindset subcategory

comparing and rewarding performance in using standardized
comparisons, but she also reveals a growth mindset at the end of
her discourse, specifically within the subcategories considering
the child’s learning context and emotions specific of the
pre-puberty stage of development and approaching difficulties
as a natural part of learning that will be eventually ‘figured out.’

Her multiplication skills were a bit weaker, so during the summer I
made cards and I told her that we needed to do the multiplication
tables. I saw the way she was doing her math, that she was slow
[. . .] I thought ‘at this age, she should have known it really fast by
now and not have to think so long’ [. . .] And now she is getting
lazy again about doing her multiplication tables, so it didn’t stay
with her. So, I thought ‘yeah, I’m going to have to do it again.’ This
year it is probably going to be harder, because she is eleven and she
thinks she is a teenager, so it’s a big fight with the ‘I don’t want to
do it.’ She’s in the pre-puberty stage, so it’s a lot of ‘no, no,’ and sure
that’s an obstacle, but that is also quite normal and we’re still trying
to figure that out. (Parent 19, Finnish, Female, 45 years old)

DISCUSSION

Our aim in this study was to make a qualitative contribution
to the growing interest on parental engagement and growth
mindset. Assessed by means of both inductive and deductive
content analysis, our data comprised parental narratives about
how they engaged in their children’s learning at home, and
how their mindset actualized in such engagement. We were
also interested in finding out which parental profiles, if
any, the combined framework of parental engagement as a
continuum and the implicit theories (Dweck, 2000; Goodall and
Montgomery, 2014) would generate. The study’s participants
were parents of 7- to 12-year-old children from two countries,
Finland and Portugal. A further aim was to identify country-
specific patterns of engagement and mindset actualization.

It is important to underline that conclusions derived from our
study refer to a specific set of participants and their personal
experiences, which does not allow generalizations, but apply
only to the participants who have been interviewed. Moreover,
the data gathered and analyzed captures a small sample of
parents’ experiences of engagement, narrated by themselves
and interpreted and reported by the researchers of this study.
This means that parental profiles are far from static and exact.
Nevertheless, their interviews constitute a rich first-person set
of narratives of interactions with their children, that allowed a
detailed study of parental engagement and mindset in the home
environment. This is one of the most relevant advantages of
conducting qualitative research (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008).

Parental Engagement Practices at Home
Because our findings revealed no major differences between how
Finnish and Portuguese parents engaged with their children at
home, we opted to analyze the results of the whole group of
nineteen parents. From the perspective of parental engagement
as a continuum that encompasses parent–child learning-related
interactions of different complexity of involvement, we found
out that the interviewed parents engaged in learning at home
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in a balanced manner, navigating through both their children’s
schooling process and their children’s holistic development.
While maintaining their role of reference in supporting their
children’s academic activities, such as supervising homework and
supporting studying, the majority of the parents were aware of
the extent to which simple everyday parenting activities such
as showing an active interest in their children, encouraging
autonomy, teaching them about morality and rules, and giving
them opportunities to extend their skills and experiences beyond
the school context, constituted key learning-related parental
engagement initiatives that supported an integrated development
of their child. Parents talked about their children’s learning in
a broad sense, from the beginning, tending to see learning as a
natural part of experiencing life, in and outside the school.

Our results highlight the importance of approaching
parental engagement in the home learning environment as a
continuum ranging from schooling-related activities to the most
spontaneous and genuine parent–child interactions in natural,
school-independent settings (Goodall and Montgomery, 2014).
In other words, focusing on the holistic development of the
child. Although not generalizable, the fact that our strongest
subcategory was cultivating the relationship adds a building
block to the research regarding the importance of supportive
and warm parenting styles in learning-related activities at home
(OECD, 2012; Goodall, 2013; Silinskas et al., 2015; Sikiö et al.,
2017). The results also point to the necessity of shifting the
central role of homework involvement as the major context of
parent learning-related engagement at home (Hill and Tyson,
2009) among parents of school age children. Scholars (e.g.,
Goodall, 2017) have called attention to the lack of attention of
schools that already adopt holistic educational paradigms in the
classroom in instructing families to engage in their children’s
holistic development at home. In that respect, our findings allow
us to infer that our parents were well informed and awaken the
importance of supporting their children’s feelings, aspirations
and ideas in different areas of development, not only in the
academic realm (Miller, 2000). Although parents’ level of formal
education might be a plausible explanation, this still raises the
question of whether the participants benefited from effective
home-school partnership and teacher-parent communication
that gave them the incentive to engage in such actions at home
(Goodall, 2017).

Actualization of Mindset in Engagement
With regard to learning-related mindsets among parents, our
results contribute to the growing interest on the association
between mindset and parental engagement. We found evidence
that a growth mindset featured in the vast majority of our
participants’ experiences of engagement with their children’s
learning. This implies that the interviewed parents, when
engaging with their children’s learning, conveyed the hidden
message that their learning could be developed by means of
effort and practice. Fixed mindset hidden messages, such as that
children’s learning outcomes depended on their fixed personality
traits, were also present in our data, although much less
frequently. These findings are in line with the results of previous
research postulating that parents develop patterned implicit

beliefs about their children’s abilities (Dweck, 2000; Moorman
and Pomerantz, 2010; Rautiainen et al., 2016). More specifically
related to mindset and parental involvement practices, our
findings are in line with previous research (Muenks et al., 2015;
Schiffrin et al., 2019) that showed that parents who engaged
in academic activities at home evidenced a growth mindset
regarding their children’s learning-related failure and ability.

Moreover, there is evidence that effort mindset is a predictor
of parental engagement in family learning activities as well as
time investment at home (Justice et al., 2020). Not only do our
findings complement such evidence, but they also bring it to
another level of analysis in allowing us to form a clear picture of
such associations. Our main contribution comprises the parental
engagement–mindset profiles we were able to draw up.

Parental Engagement–Mindset Profiles
Growth mindset features were distributed amongst all the
parental profiles, differing only in terms of frequency. Both
growth mindset and mixed mindset profiles were identified in
the interviewed parents’ narratives of engagement. Among the
parents with a growth mindset, the overall tendency was to
engage with the child’s holistic development, instead of solely
engaging with the child’s schooling process. Parents in the mixed
mindset group shared examples of engagement that implied a
need to be, to some extent, constantly informed about their
children’s lives, and their narratives relied less on examples of
engagement in autonomy-supportive interactions. These findings
are in line with the results of previous research reporting
associations between a helicopter parenting style and a failure-
is-debilitating mindset (Schiffrin et al., 2019). When compared to
the growth mindset group of parents, the mixed mindset parents
interviewed by us more frequently focused their engagement
narratives solely in schooling-related activities at home. This
finding adds controversy to the debate on engagement–
mindset research (Muenks et al., 2015) that concludes that less
autonomy-supportive parents show a tendency to engage less
in academically related activities at home. Given that Muenks
et al. (2015) explored no other kinds of engagement beyond the
academic sphere, and that they assessed mindset by means of
questionnaires, we cannot agree or disagree with the findings.
What we are able to conclude from our research is that parents
in both the growth and the mixed mindset profile groups
engaged in different ways with their children’s learning, varying
in emphasis between supporting their child’s schooling process
alone or supporting their child’s holistic development, where the
schooling process is as important as all other learning-related
experiences of the child.

The majority of the parents in our study were situated in
the growth mindset profiles, within which the most common
was growth mindset to support the child’s holistic development.
These findings build on the recent work of Justice et al. (2020):
they found that a parental mindset supporting their children’s
efforts to develop their abilities was a predictor of family
learning activities such as telling stories, playing sports and
doing science projects, and of parental investment in time at
home. Our results reveal an association of a parental growth
mindset, including acknowledgment of the role of effort in
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learning, with broader forms of engagement that include shared
leisure and other enjoyable activities. Parents in the growth
mindset to support the child’s holistic development profile gave
examples of engagement involving calmer, more relaxed and
spontaneous learning contexts. One possible interpretation is
that these parents might not feel such a strong need to closely
follow their children’s learning process, which would allow them
more time to engage in spontaneous and/or school-independent
activities. This is in line with previous research on parenting
styles and homework assistance implying that close schooling-
related parental support could be a reaction to learning difficulties
experienced by children, the researchers having found out that
such engagement is associated with low schooling outcomes
(Silinskas et al., 2015).

Finally, our results reveal how complex and dynamic the
implicit meaning systems of parents can be in terms of their
actualization in support of learning. We found that mindsets may
actualize in different ways along the mindset spectrum (Dweck,
2000), depending on the context. All our parents used a variety
of strategies to support their children’s learning at home and to
meet their learning needs, thereby evidencing a dynamic and
ever-developing relationship with their children. We stress the
importance of studying the parental mindset in relation to their
engagement in learning at home in context, given that mindset is
likely to manifest as mixed, even in one specific type of interaction
such as parent–child communication. One good example of this
is the way various parents with a growth mindset in our sample
referred to offering and giving material rewards to their children
and sometimes compared their outcomes to a standard. If not
analyzed in context and in light of parental engagement as a broad
concept, such as only with a questionnaire, such parental profiles
may be open to misinterpretation, and end up being regarded
as fixed mindset.

It is necessary to take into account while interpreting our
results the fact that, with the exception of one parent whose
highest level of education was secondary school, all parents
had university degrees. This brings important implications to
this discussion of findings, as it is likely to influence parents’
practices of parental engagement at many levels. Well-educated
parents may benefit from more resources, such as money or time
flexibility, and an easier access to information and guidance, such
as academic research on parenting or reliable professionals.

Implications
The present research contributes to the debate on parental
engagement and a growth mindset from a unique perspective, by
combining implicit theories and parental engagement theoretical
conceptualizations, studying children and families beyond the
preschool context, and content analyzing parents’ own narratives.
We did not set out with an initial hypothesis, nor were we intent
on confirming or refuting evidence presented in previous studies.
On the contrary, we aimed to open the door on the engagement–
mindset debate even wider. Our study gives insights into the
association between growth mindset and engagement practices,
and suggests optimal contexts for supporting children’s learning.
It also highlights the need for qualitative research on the parental
mindset in the home learning environment.

In terms of practice, this research should attract the
attention of school principals and teachers. Each child’s home
environment must be taken into account in any attempt to
foster whole-child learning. These clear examples of growth and
fixed mindset actualization in parental engagement illustrate
how schools should approach parents, specifically in terms
of what to encourage and how to advise them on home-
related engagement. For instance, when a child shows signs of
learning difficulties in school-related matters, it is not uncommon
that parents receive instructions to reinforce the children’s
schooling at home. Many times, this prolonging of school
hours in the home may have a negative impact in parent–
child relationships (Silinskas et al., 2015; Sikiö et al., 2017).
Our findings support the argument that teachers should instruct
parents to engage with their children’s learning at home from
a holistic point of view, investing their time together in both
school- and non-school related activities. Additionally, teachers
could enhance parents’ awareness about the fact that their
communication with their children is constantly embedded
in incremental or entity implicit theories, and about how to
build a growth mindset environment at home when supporting
children’s learning. Such apparently simple and light support
from schools may have the power to disseminate a growth
mindset atmosphere at home (Dweck, 2010), and thereby
to break down barriers to the engagement of all families
(Goodall, 2017).

Limitations
We interviewed nineteen parents for this research, therefore
the results cannot be generalized. Moreover, the small
numbers of participants from each country do not allow
for reliable cross-cultural comparisons. We therefore
recommend that future research on the topic should
encompass a larger number of participants, as well as different
cultural backgrounds.

Another limitation concerns the background profile of
the participants. Even though the selected schools were
heterogeneous to ensure variability in parental experiences and
realities, all the participants who reached out to us and wanted
to collaborate had a university degree, with the exception of
one mother who had completed secondary education. Even
though we did not measure the socio-economic status of the
parents, it was evident that none of them faced fundamental
challenges, such as financial, to be engaged with their children’s
learning, and all were aware of the need to do so. Parental
engagement is an important tool that schools could use to fight
against inequality and to close the achievement gap between
low- and high-income families (Goodall, 2017). We therefore
recommend that in future qualitative research every effort should
be made to listen to and give space to a more diverse group
of participants.

We should also address the methodological limitations of our
study. The results we present here are not crystalized portraits
of participants’ engagement practices and implicit beliefs. No
methodology could provide such portraits, but we suggest that
future research should use combined qualitative data-collection
methods such as interviews and non-participant observations
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to support the researcher’s interpretations of parental narratives
and actions. The outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic in the
beginning of our data collection phase posed major challenges
and adaptations to our initial plan. Therefore, we recommend
future researchers to draw contingency plans from start when
planning qualitative research based on face-to-face interviews.

Despite the limitations and constraints, this paper has
considerable strengths. Besides the methodological design
already mentioned, the fact that the first author also conducted
and transcribed all the interviews is one of them, as it
allowed a thorough and detailed study of the meanings in the
participants’ narratives.
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