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During the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown, face-to-face schooling could not be performed continuously, and alternative ways of learning had to be organized. Parents had to act as their children’s home schooling tutors while working from home, and schools had to deal with various alternatives to distance education. Since parents are by all means both important school users and partners, their perceptions of schools can be considered a central indicator for assessing school quality. In this respect, during school lockdown, parents’ school satisfaction may reflect schools’ ability to adjust and react to fast social changes with almost no time for preparation. To date, there is nearly no knowledge about school satisfaction or school support during this challenging situation. Using data from the COVID-19 survey of the German National Educational Panel Study, we identified central predictors of parents’ perceptions of school support during the national lockdown in Germany in spring 2020. All students (N = 1,587; Mage = 14.20; SD = 0.36; 53% girls) and their parents (Mage = 47.36; SD = 4.99; 91% women) have participated in the longitudinal survey for at least 8 years. The results of the structural equation model indicate that the perceived support and abilities of teachers have been especially relevant for parents’ school satisfaction during the time of the school lockdown. In contrast, factors relating to parents’ and children’s backgrounds seem to be less important.
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INTRODUCTION
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a major effect on nearly all aspects of life. During the first lockdown in Spring 2020, teachers, students and parents had to face the challenge of maintaining learning processes via remote schooling in Germany, as in almost all European countries (DW 2020). Short-term modifications without sufficient experience were necessary and forced all providers and users of the educational system to adjust to a sudden and completely new situation of home schooling. While teachers and schools had to provide students with learning materials, instructions and assistance by distance, parents had to function as home schooling tutors for their children while maintaining their regular jobs at the same time (Lagomarsino et al., 2020: 851f; Parczewska 2020). In such critical times, where parents have to be more actively engaged in their children’s learning programs (Bubb and Jones 2020), parents’ satisfaction with school becomes a crucial factor, reflecting schools’ ability to adjust and react towards fast social changes. Generally speaking, the construct accounts for a state in which parents are content with the way how schools handle the teaching of their child or with more general characteristics and performance of schools such as school infrastructures and school communication (Friedman et al., 2006). There is no universal definition for parents’ satisfaction with school and studies investigate the construct with a varying focus (Mossi et al., 2019: 1f). While successful parent-school cooperation and the perception of mutual support are always important for students’ educational outcomes (Dusi 2012: 20ff), they are especially vulnerable during times like this. Therefore, one indicator of a good school may be its ability to organize and deliver supportive, effective learning material (Giovannella et al., 2020), thus enabling parents and children to assess and comprehend the materials as well as possible. Accordingly, a perception of strong school support of overburdened parents during the school lockdown may serve as a critical benchmark of school quality. In addition to official measures, parents’ satisfaction with school could be one potential criterion for assessing the larger societal validity of school performance (Charbonneau et al., 2012). Parents’ school satisfaction demonstrated a significant relationship with the official measures of school performance, including schools’ characteristics and students’ performance (ebd.).
To our knowledge, so far, there is very limited research on parents’ satisfaction in the special situation of the COVID-19 pandemic, mainly focusing on a descriptive reporting of the status quo (Andresen et al., 2020; Anger et al., 2020; Huebner et al., 2020; Wildemann and Hosenfeld 2020; Thorell et al., 2021). Moreover, research on parents’ satisfaction with school in the German educational system in general is relatively scarce, and if existing, studies focus on the parents of younger children (Cryer et al., 2002). To date, no study has examined the predictors of parents’ school perceptions if their children belong to the adolescence cohort. However, knowledge about parents’ satisfaction with school is also important for older children, as especially during the sensible time of the adolescent phase a coherent social environment is important for the development of a young person (Perry et al., 1993). Prior studies also confirmed that generally during adolescence, parents continue to provide important developmental contexts for their children, particularly in form of discussion as well as role model (Behnke et al., 2004). The parents’ satisfaction with school expresses the quality dimension of the family-school relationship, which is associated with the educational development of students in general (Khajehpour and Ghazvini 2011; Charbonneau et al., 2012: 60f). Further, from an economic angle, parents are seen as important users of schools. Schools operate as institutions within an educational market and have the responsibility to meet the needs of their users or customers (Matland 1995; Fend 2008: 109ff). As parents are one relevant user group, their satisfaction should be of great interest for schools to maintain and report high-quality levels (Charbonneau et al., 2012; Peters 2015: 342f).
With this paper, we contribute to enhancing knowledge about parents’ satisfaction with school during the exceptional time of the school lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. We assume that the critical situation during the school lockdown in Spring 2020, with highly necessary adjustments in schooling, has had a relatively deep effect on parents’ satisfaction. We further posit that there are special factors associated with the challenging situation during the school lockdown. Moreover, this is the first study on predictors of parents’ perceptions of school support in the German context if their children are in secondary school. Therefore, this article investigates central predictors of parents’ satisfaction with school support during the German school lockdown in Spring 2020.
We proceed as follows: First, we briefly summarize the current state of research on parents’ satisfaction with school, and give an overview of already identified predictors of parents’ satisfaction during regular times of schooling. There are a few published reports and first results on parents’ satisfaction with school during the pandemic, which we will introduce briefly. We then argue theoretically by using an economic and developmental approach to explain what influences parents’ views of school support during the lockdown, and conduct a theoretically driven hypothesis. In the data and methods section, we first introduce the used dataset, the German National Educational Panel Study (NEPS). We then define key variables and present the analytical approach of the structural equation model. The third section demonstrates the results, which are discussed in the final section.
State of Research
Parents are highly relevant educational actors, as they are both the actual consumers of the school and in charge of their children’s education (Fend 2000: 66f; Fend 2008: 109ff). However, many studies on school satisfaction focus on students’ rather than on parents’ satisfaction (Okun et al., 1990; Zullig et al., 2011; Casas et al., 2013; Weber and Huebner 2015; Arciuli et al., 2019; Arciuli and Emerson 2020). Studies on parents’ satisfaction usually refer to parents of younger cohorts who attend kindergarten or elementary school (Ulrey et al., 1982; Griffith 2000; Cryer et al., 2002; Bailey et al., 2003; Thompson 2003; Fantuzzo et al., 2006; Bassok et al., 2018). In general, parents of older children seem less satisfied with schools than parents of younger students (Thompson 2003: 280f; Fantuzzo et al., 2006), which may signal that parents of older children are likely to have higher educational expectations than parents of younger children (Stull 2013).
Most of the studies measure satisfaction with instruments that were constructed for more general purposes, and their psychometric properties were not structurally proven for assessing school users’ customer satisfaction (Mossi et al., 2019: 2). Therefore, inconsistent measurement of parents’ satisfaction with school is a challenge for comparing studies (Fantuzzo et al., 2006: 144; Mossi et al., 2019).
Generally, the relevant predictors for parents’ satisfaction with school of their adolescent children are far from clear. Above all, an in-depth analysis of relevant factors explaining parents’ satisfaction during the challenging situation of home schooling during the school lockdown in Spring 2020 is not yet available. There are some descriptive reports on learning processes during home schooling (Andresen et al., 2020; Andrew et al., 2020; Attig et al., 2020; Garbe et al., 2020; Parczewska 2020; Wildemann and Hosenfeld 2020; Wößmann et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2020), but no study examines predictors of parents’ perceptions of school support during the school lockdown. Descriptive reports show a tendency towards parents’ dissatisfaction with school and teachers in Germany during home schooling (Andresen et al., 2020: 17; Attig et al., 2020: 2f). However, parents report disagreement in satisfaction with the support they receive from teachers (Andresen et al., 2020: 17). A similar pattern can be seen for satisfaction with the information on the current situation on the part of the schools (Andresen et al., 2020: 17), implying that parents’ satisfaction during home schooling is influenced by various factors. Attig et al. (2020) found that the level of parental satisfaction with information provided by the school depends on the type of secondary school the children attend, with higher levels of satisfaction in academic track schools compared to non-academic track schools (Attig et al., 2020: 4). Interestingly, empirical evidence suggests a unique link between parents’ satisfaction and learning outcomes perceived by parents (Attig et al., 2020). More than half of the parents who were very dissatisfied with school support reported that their children were learning less during home schooling, while only 11% of parents with greater satisfaction reported similar learning feedback (Attig et al., 2020: 6ff). However, it is still unclear whether those differences in satisfaction are significant.
Prior research conducted before home schooling due to COVID-19 has reported that parents’ satisfaction is significantly affected by diverse factors, such as parents’ and children’s characteristics (Fantuzzo et al., 2006; Friedman et al., 2006), as well as by the programs and policies implemented by the schools (Bailey et al., 2003; Bassok et al., 2018; Perry et al., 2020). The literature denotes that cooperation between family and school is both a critical dimension of parents’ satisfaction (Tuck 1995; Smit et al., 2007; Sheridan et al., 2016) and an indicator of children’s cognitive outcomes (Christenson 2003). A good-quality parent-teacher relationship demonstrated a significant (indirect) link with high academic performance (Hughes and Kwok 2007), which in turn influenced parents’ satisfaction (Tuck 1995). Tuck (1995) investigated different areas of parental satisfaction in the US using primarily descriptive statistics, and found a unique connection between parents’ satisfaction and numerous school factors such as staff quality, school climate, academic programs, social development, and extracurricular activities. During the school lockdown due to COVID-19 in Spring 2020, parents reported in a survey that they would like to obtain more feedback from teachers (Wildemann and Hosenfeld 2020: 26f). This suggests that parent-school cooperation during home schooling may require some improvements.
Another focus of studies on parent satisfaction with school is the investigation of perceptions depending on specific group membership such as ethnicity, socioeconomic background, or the child’s special educational needs. With respect to ethnic backgrounds, the results are rather mixed. On the one hand, studies have reported different perceptions of schools across ethnic groups (Erickson et al., 1996; Griffith 2000; Thompson 2003; van Ryzin et al., 2004; Friedman et al., 2006), with a lower level of satisfaction demonstrated by ethnic minority parents than by ethnic majority parents (Friedman et al., 2006). On the other hand, Erickson et al. (1996) did not find any significant differences in satisfaction between white and ethnic minority parents, although non-minority parents showed more favorable attitudes towards teachers than ethnic minority parents did. Teacher effectiveness, school budget, parental involvement, facilities, and equipment are identified as essential aspects of schools reported by ethnic minority parents (Friedman et al., 2006). van Ryzin et al. (2004) found that black and Hispanic parents are less satisfied with public schools in the US than White and Asian parents, although socioeconomic status (SES) was controlled for. Interestingly, the differences diminish if neighborhood and trust are controlled for (van Ryzin et al., 2004: 622). Specifically, in Germany, children’s migration backgrounds were reported to be confounded by their parents’ SES (Dubowy et al., 2008). However, most studies seem to treat migrants as a homogenous group and do not differentiate between the social status of the families, although social status influences parent-school cooperation more than a migration background (Neumann 2012: 367). There is no report or study on school perceptions during the school lockdown of migrant or ethnic minority parents available yet.
With respect to the relationship between school satisfaction and SES (Griffith 2000; Chambers and Michelson 2020), prior studies document favorable attitudes, especially of parents with low income, towards their neighborhood schools, but weak connections to objective ratings of school performance (Chambers and Michelson 2020). During the first school lockdown in Germany, parents without academic backgrounds demonstrated higher satisfaction with school support than parents with academic backgrounds (Attig et al., 2020), suggesting that school satisfaction is a product of the level of education. However, parents with and without academic backgrounds reported similar levels of satisfaction with respect to the sharing of information and the delivery of learning material by schools (Attig et al., 2020: 4f). Further, since home learning qualities are greatly influenced by SES (Anders et al., 2012; Weinert et al., 2012), it is very likely that during home schooling, educational inequalities become larger as a consequence of distinct social backgrounds (Bol 2020; Dietrich et al., 2020; Lancker and Parolin 2020; Pensiero et al., 2020).
Previous studies revealed that parents of children with special educational needs are less satisfied with schools than parents of children without them (Ginieri-Coccossis et al., 2011; Beck et al., 2014; Perry et al., 2020). Families with children with special educational needs require more assistance from school. Therefore, school characteristics and structures seem to play an important role for this group; that is, the percentage of students with special educational needs in a school is negatively connected to parent satisfaction (Charbonneau et al., 2012: 61; Beck et al., 2014). Parents of children with special educational needs reported some negative experiences with home schooling more frequently (Thorell et al., 2021). However, those differences between families with and without children with special educational needs seem relatively small, indicating that parents in general had negative experiences.
In sum, empirical studies show that a key element of parent satisfaction with school is the cooperation between family and schools, including both good contact with the teacher and school (Griffith 1997; Griffith 2001) and favorable attitudes towards them (Patrikakou 2016: 115; Berkowitz et al., 2017). However, different effects exist, depending on individual characteristics, not solely from the parent but also from their children, teachers, and schools (Griffith 1997). Thus, these actors’ characteristics are assumed to determine parents’ school satisfaction during home schooling due to the lockdown.
Theory and Hypothesis
This study uses two theoretical approaches to explain parents’ satisfaction with school. First, an economic perspective explains user satisfaction in the educational market (Matland 1995; Fend 2008: 109ff). Currently, schools are increasingly seen as institutions of an educational market with a responsibility to fulfill the needs of their users or customers, and to show good results in comparison to other educational institutions (Bejou 2012). The economic approach strengthens the meaning of a competitive educational market in which customer-oriented offers of schools are in focus (Matland 1995). Parents’ satisfaction is predictive of school quality measures (Charbonneau et al., 2012: 61). As parents are a relevant group of school users, schools should have great interest in their satisfaction to maintain high quality (Wilson 2009: 574f; Charbonneau et al., 2012; Peters 2015: 342f). However, schools differ in how they can meet their users’ needs (Bejou 2012: 60). As the German school lockdown in Spring 2020 put the educational market in a challenging situation with short-handed major shifts in schooling, the fulfillment of users’ needs became a challenge for schools (Giovannella et al., 2020; Verma, 2020). With no time for sound preparation, schools and teachers had to provide students and their families with efficient distance learning materials, online teaching formats, and new exchange opportunities about learning processes at home (Bubb and Jones 2020; König et al., 2020). Notwithstanding, at the beginning of the school lockdown, many German schools were already lagging behind the transformation process regarding digitalization (Fraillon et al., 2019: 37f; König et al., 2020: 610f). Hence, proper family-school exchange and the maintenance of high school satisfaction are especially difficult. It makes sense that schools’ and teachers’ ability to react to such fast changes during the school lockdown in Spring 2020 would be important for parents’ satisfaction (Attig et al., 2020: 5). The better that schools and teachers can support home schooling during the school lockdown via remote and digital learning opportunities, the higher the level of parents’ satisfaction that can be expected. Therefore, the following hypotheses regarding the effects of school and teacher characteristics on parents’ satisfaction with school are formulated:
Hypothesis 1: The offer of distant learning materials and online teaching formats has a positive effect on parents’ satisfaction with school during the school lockdown.
Hypothesis 2: Teachers’ abilities, especially in terms of digital teaching formats, have a positive effect on parents’ satisfaction with school during the school lockdown.
The ecosystem framework is a second theoretical approach referring to the importance of a good family-school relationship in the child’s education from a developmental angle (Bronfenbrenner 1992; Christenson 2003: 458ff). Students grow up and learn within different microsystems (e.g., family or school). The relation between those different microsystems (e.g., the interaction between school and family) is reflected by the mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner 1992; Patrikakou 2016: 111). A successful and coherent interaction between the different systems both fosters students’ educational development and strengthens parents’ satisfaction with school (Friedman et al., 2007; Sheridan et al., 2016: 3). Thus, the better the actual cooperation between the child’s two most proximate microsystems (i.e., family and school), the better the mesosystem functions with the abovementioned positive implications for both the child’s development and the parents’ perception of school. Parents who show more favorable attitudes towards school and teachers have higher general school satisfaction (Tuck 1995), are more likely to become more involved in their children’s learning process, and have children with better learning outcomes than parents who show less favorable attitudes (Hughes and Kwok 2007).
The school lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic in Spring 2020 can be seen as a critical situation during which the well-experienced interaction between family and school was disrupted in comparison to times of regular schooling with a higher probability. However, empirical evidence has revealed that past family-school cooperation influences future cooperation (Tabellini 2008); therefore, the functioning of the interaction between family and school in the past should have had implications for such interaction during the school lockdown. Accordingly, a high level of parents’ satisfaction during the school lockdown was to be expected if there was high satisfaction in the past. Consequently, we formulate the following hypothesis regarding the relationship between parental satisfaction before and during the school lockdown:
Hypothesis 3: A high level of parental satisfaction with school in the past had a positive effect on parents’ satisfaction with school during the school lockdown.
One condition for successful parental support of the learning process at home is the existence of relevant home schooling resources (Andrew et al., 2020: 11ff), such as the availability of a certain amount of time to support the child’s home schooling; social support from other adults or one’s workplace, as an important element of the exosystem (Bronfenbrenner 1992); the parents’ own competencies and knowledge (e.g., educational backgrounds or knowledge of the majority language) (Dietrich et al., 2020: 4; Wolter et al., 2020: 2ff); and parents’ ability to manage stress due to overloaded role (Spinelli et al., 2020). Pre-COVID literature suggests that the organization of work based on flexibility with time and space (smart working trend) usually comes with higher satisfaction and better work-life balance of parents (Angelici and Profeta 2020). Though, during the school lockdown, working from home and simultaneously supporting home schooling became highly stressful for parents (Lagomarsino et al., 2020: 851f). Parents with lower access to temporal, social, and cultural home schooling relevant resources can support their children’s learning to a lesser extent (Bol 2020: 12; Dietrich et al., 2020: 9). Most likely, they both feel more overloaded and need more support from the school in facilitating their children’s learning than parents with a higher number of pertinent resources. In those cases, the family needs more support from the school to foster the child’s educational development. Nevertheless, as descriptive analysis shows, there was reduced teacher-student contact compared to other times, and online teaching was infrequent during the school lockdown in Germany (Wößmann et al., 2020: 32ff). In this respect, “the lack of teachers’ assistance” experienced by children during the school lockdown had to be fulfilled by parents. If schools cannot support parents in the way they need, then microsystems do not sufficiently work together (Bronfenbrenner 1992; Christenson 2003: 461f), resulting in a high risk for both parents’ satisfaction and children’s learning outcomes.
Parents’ overload should then become apparent in their lower satisfaction with school. Hence, the following hypothesis regarding parents’ resources can be formulated:
Hypothesis 4: Parents’ limited access to temporal, social, and cultural home schooling resources had a negative effect on parents’ satisfaction with school during the school lockdown.
Further, student characteristics can play a role in parents’ satisfaction with school (Griffith 1997; Charbonneau et al., 2012). If a student needs more learning assistance during home schooling, for example, due to special educational needs or poor school performance, the parent has to support the student’s learning to a greater extent. In such cases, an overload of the parent during the home schooling phase becomes more likely, and more support from other relevant parties such as school are needed. If the school cannot fulfill these needs, parents may view themselves as single actors in the learning process and therefore develop unfavorable attitudes and perspectives towards school. Hence, the following hypothesis regarding the child’s need for learning assistance can be formulated:
Hypothesis 5: The child’s comprehensive need for additional learning assistance at home had a negative effect on parents’ satisfaction with school during the school lockdown.
Figure 1 presents a brief description about constructs that relate to the hypotheses.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Hypotheses and constructs that relate to them.
The following sections examine the hypotheses empirically.
DATA AND METHODS
Sample
This study uses the national representative German longitudinal dataset of the National Educational Panel Study (NEPS) Starting Cohort Kindergarten, Version 9.0.0 (Blossfeld et al., 2011). Children were originally recruited 2 years before school entry (first wave) with additional sampling in the first year of elementary school (third wave). In addition to competence measures and children’s questionnaires, teachers completed a series of questionnaires, and caregivers were interviewed by phone (CATI) every year. In most of the states in Germany, students will be assigned to a specific school track after their fourth year of elementary school. Therefore, although school was originally applied as a sampling criterion, the nested structure of the data no longer exists if the children enter secondary school (for more details about sampling and the interview procedure, visit www.neps-data.de).
In this study, most of the students were in their eighth year of schooling or in the 10th wave of NEPS. In this unordinary time, there were no additional protocols implemented during data collection since the caregivers were interviewed by phone (CATI) as in the previous waves. The inclusion criterion was participation in the additional corona survey (May to June 2020) during the school lockdown from March to June 2020. The participants were 1,587 students (mean age of 14.23 and SD = 0.36 with 53% girls) and their parents (mean age of 46.99 and SD = 4.99, and 91% were women), while the number of participants in the first year of elementary school comprised 6,733 children and their parents (third wave). There are two important points that one should bear in mind with respect to the data. First, the data come from different measurement times (second year of schooling or fourth wave to eighth year of schooling or 10th wave. For more details about measurement time points and construct measured Supplementary Appendix S3). Second, the drop-out rate is related to socioeconomic status and migration backgrounds (see Würbach et al., 2006), which are also the subject of our analysis.
Measures
In this chapter, the operationalization of relevant constructs is addressed. Parents’ school satisfaction was implemented as the dependent variable, while other factors were modeled as predictors.
Parents’ School Satisfaction as an Outcome Variable
Parents’ school satisfaction has been implemented as a crucial factor for school assessment (Charbonneau et al., 2012). In this regard, parents’ perception of school is claimed to serve as a proper assessment of school quality (Charbonneau et al., 2012). Whether this thesis can be implemented for the assessment of satisfaction during school lockdown is rather questionable. Without a doubt, the school lockdown has had an enormous effect on school practices. All active participants in distance learning, including parents and schools, had to adjust to the new situation without sufficient time for preparation. It is unrealistic to expect that schools were comprehensively informed about all potential problems that parents could face during home schooling and vice versa.
In this study, parents’ school satisfaction during school lockdown is modeled as a latent variable with three indicators: general school satisfaction, satisfaction with the delivery of information, and satisfaction with learning materials. The first two items were rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 = “not good” to 4 = “very good.” The last item was rated on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 = “very dissatisfied” to 10 = “very satisfied.” The caregivers were administered those three items during the school lockdown between May and June 2020.
Parents’ Background Characteristics
Parents’ background characteristics were measured at distinct time points due to the structure of missing values. The years of formal education of the interviewed parents, as classified by the Comparative Analysis of Social Mobility in Industrial Nations (CASMIN) (Brauns et al., 2003), was implemented as the operationalization of educational level and measured at their children’s fourth year of elementary school. In this study, the CASMIN score of the parents ranged between 9 and 18.
The language background of the interviewed parents was measured in the children’s second year of elementary school and recoded into 0 = native German speaker and 1 = non-native German speaker. Information on parents’ gender (0 = men and 1 = women) was obtained from data in the children’s second year of elementary school, while information about income (ranging between 0 and 10,000,000 per year) was collected during school lockdown. Parents were asked about their marital status during their child’s first year of secondary school (fifth year of schooling). The original six-scale item of marital status was recoded into three categories: 0 = married and/or living together, 1 = married and separated, and 2 = single or divorced.
Parents’ Perceptions of Schools and Teachers Prior to School Lockdown
Prior to the pandemic, parents were administered various items related to their satisfaction with the elementary school their children were attending, their perception of teachers’ engagement, and their perception of cooperation with schools. All three constructs were modeled as latent variables.
Parents’ satisfaction with elementary school was reported in their children’s final year of elementary school (fourth year of schooling). Hence, this report does not represent satisfaction with the same school during the pandemic, when children were in their eighth year of schooling in secondary school. However, satisfaction may relate to personal characteristics (DeNeve and Harris 1998; Suldo et al., 2015), and we still expect a significant amount of variance to be explained by this construct. The indicators of school satisfaction prior to the pandemic include school time, infrastructure and rooms, fair child treatment, achievement expectations, and general satisfaction. Parents were asked to rate the items that had four categories, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree 4 = to strongly agree.
Both parents’ perceptions of teachers’ engagement and cooperation with schools were measured in the fifth year of schooling (the children’s first year of secondary school). However, there is no possibility to track whether the teachers that parents rated in the fifth year of schooling are similar to teachers that parents evaluated during the official school lockdown. Parents’ perceptions of teachers’ engagement have seven indicators: professionalism, enjoyment in learning, tedious responsibility, respect for children, the importance of teaching, teachers know the students personally, and parents can rely on the teachers. Parents’ perceptions of cooperation with school consists of two indicators: parents are welcome at school, and parents are well-informed. All indicators of both teachers’ engagement and cooperation with schools were rated using a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (4).
Parents’ Perceptions During the School Lockdown
In addition to their satisfaction with school, parents were also administered items about teachers’ technical capability, as well as their own capability in assisting their children during distance learning during the school lockdown. Both items were rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 = “very insufficient” to 4 = “very sufficient”. Parents also reported their assessment of the modifications of teaching formats implemented by the schools, as well as the delivery of learning materials organized by the schools. The construct of modifications of teaching formats was modeled as a latent variable that originally had six indicators (i.e., online coursework including interactive learning, learning software or apps, learning using reference books, learning through videos, using public-service broadcasting, and virtual learning). Due to low factor loadings, the items learning using reference books and learning through videos were excluded for further analysis. Parents were asked to rate the likelihood of each teaching format during the official school lockdown compared to prior to the pandemic (i.e., the scale ranged from 1 = “much less often” to 5 = “much more often”). To assess the delivery of learning materials, parents were asked to rate the most implemented method used by the schools in delivering learning materials to their students. To enable a more straightforward interpretation, the original scales (including 1 = “using an online platform, an online course, or a school app”; 2 = “virtual conference or video chat with teachers”; 3 = “email”; 4 = “brief messages such as WhatsApp or SMS”; 5 = “phone calls with teachers”; and 6 = “postal letters”) were recoded into 3 = “online course” (including the original scales of 1 and 2), 2 = “emails and letters” (including the original scales of 3 and 6), and 1 = “other” (the rest).
Parent-Related Factors During the School Lockdown
To account for parents’ risk of overload, other parent-related factors during the pandemic that are considered in this paper are parents’ working conditions, such as support from their employer (measured using a 4-point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 = “very bad” to 4 = “very good”) and changing the amount of work (0 = “not working at all,” 1 = “less,” 2 = “similar,” 3 = “more”). Parents were also asked to report their stress due to the school lockdown (measured using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree”). Further, 6 items regarding childcare options were included in the parents’ survey. Specifically, parents were asked to rate whether the following statements were 1 = “correct” or 0 = “not correct”: I took care of my child, my partner took care of my child, older siblings helped to take care of my child, someone else helped to take care of my child, my child took care of him/herself, and emergency daycare. Based on these 6 items, a variable called childcare options was built on the assumption that the more childcare options parents had during the school lockdown, the fewer problems they needed to deal with during this particular time.
The Child’s Characteristics and School Achievement
The child’s characteristics include gender, age, special educational needs status, and school achievements. Parents were administered items about gender and special educational needs status in the second and fourth years of elementary school, respectively. Information about children’s birthdays was provided by the school, while information about the school achievement scores (grades) in German and mathematics was obtained from parents’ reports in the fifth year of schooling (i.e., the first year in the secondary school tracking system). In the same time, parents were asked to report their perceptions about the school achievement demonstrated by their children. In this regard, parents were administered 5 items as latent indicators: satisfaction with the grades obtained by their child, whether their child could obtain a good school certificate, whether their child was overstrained (recoded), whether their child could obtain a good school certificate and a good job, and whether their child was one of the best in school. All items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree.”
School Characteristics
In this paper, school characteristics that are recognized as possibly important determinants of parents’ expectations include school track (“academic” vs. “non-academic”), state (i.e., 0 = “former West Germany” vs. 1 = “former East Germany”) and school funding (consisting of two categories: 0 = “public” and 1 = “other”). The measurement time of each construct is presented in Supplementary Appendix S3.
Statistical Analysis
Researchers working with large datasets very likely have to deal with incomplete observations. Accordingly, the methodological literature considers complete case analysis to be generally inappropriate, since inferences can be made only about a part of the target population that provides complete responses (Little and Rubin 2020). To address this specific problem, we performed multiple imputations in RStudio Version 1.3.959 (RStudio Team 2020) using the mice Package, Version 3.8.0 (van Buuren and Groothuis-Oudshoorn 2011).
As mentioned above, the outcome variable and several predictors were modeled as latent variables. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted prior to primary analysis to check whether the indicators had suitable psychometric properties. We performed this method in RStudio, Version 1.3.959 (RStudio Team, 2020) using the lavaan Package, Version 0.6–7 (Rosseel 2012). Due to low factor loadings, several indicators were excluded from further analysis (see also Table 1).
TABLE 1 | Factor loadings of indicators of latent variables.
[image: Table 1]After ensuring the quality of the latent factors, a structural equation model (SEM) was specified and examined. This analysis was also conducted in RStudio, Version 1.3.959 (RStudio Team, 2020) using the lavaan Package, Version 0.6–7 (Rosseel, 2012). Parents’ school satisfaction was regressed on all mentioned predictors. Model fit was evaluated with reference to the RMSEA, SRMR, CFI and TLI, following criteria proposed by Hu and Bentler (1999a).
RESULTS
Descriptive Report
The descriptive report of all relevant variables is presented in Table 2 and Table 3. All variables except for the delivery of learning materials suffer from missing values, with the highest missing rate of 27.91% demonstrated by the construct of support from one’s employer. We performed additional analysis using weighted data to address the longitudinal selectivity issue (see Supplementary Appendix S1 and Supplementary Appendix S2 for unweighted descriptive report).
TABLE 2 | Descriptive of parents’ characteristics and perceptions.
[image: Table 2]TABLE 3 | Descriptive of child and school characteristics.
[image: Table 3]Overall, the parents’ school satisfaction during the school lockdown yielded modest results, with means of 2.21 and 2.51 (from a maximum of 4 points) for general satisfaction and the delivery of information, respectively. Moreover, satisfaction with learning materials demonstrated a median result with a mean of 5.70 out of a maximum of 10 possible obtained scores. In this regard, parents’ school satisfaction seems slightly lower than parents’ school satisfaction prior to the pandemic (with a mean score of more than 3 out of a maximum of 4 points). However, since the period between the time points of measurement of the parents’ ratings is a few years, parents rated different schools prior to the pandemic (elementary school) and during the school lockdown (secondary school). Therefore, we cannot perform specific analysis to compare these results.
Further, the relatively low proportion of non-native individuals, in addition to the relatively high means of income and educational level, indicates the sample’s longitudinal selectivity compared to the originally nationally representative sample (Würbach et al., 2006) in the non-weighted sample. That said, since additional analysis with weighted data was also conducted, concern about drop-out patterns had to be solved.
During the school lockdown, almost half of the parents rated their capability in assisting with home schooling, as well as teachers’ technical capability, as insufficient. At this time, it was also reported that the majority of learning materials were distributed online. Approximately 40% of parents said they obtained good support from their employer and worked a similar amount compared to prior to the pandemic. Perhaps more importantly, approximately one-third of parents reported having stress due to the school lockdown.
Structural Equation Model
Generally, the model fit yielded favorable results with CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.99, SRMR = 0.06, and RMSEA = 0.04. The ratio between χ2 and degrees of freedom of 2.33 is located in an acceptable range between 5.00 and 2.00 (Wheaton et al., 1977; Tabacknick et al., 2007; see also; Hooper et al., 2008). The R square yielded a score of 47%, indicating relatively high variance explained by the model.
In the measurement model, several indicators are excluded from further analysis due to low factor loadings (see Table 1). Although (Hu and Bentler 1999b; Hu and Bentler 1998) recommended factor loadings between 0.70 and 0.80, the loadings reported by many studies in psychology range between 0.40 and 0.60 (e.g., Church and Burke 1994; Haynes et al., 2000; Ferrando and Chico 2001, see also; Beauducel and Wittmann 2005). Accordingly, Merenda (1997) recommended a lower threshold of 0.30, Hair et al. (2014) recognized factor loadings greater than 0.50 as “salient.” This view is shared by several studies that implemented a cutoff of 0.50 as the lowest acceptable factor loading (Afthanorhan and Ahmad 2013). In this study, all factor loadings higher than 0.50 were considered acceptable. Using this cutoff score, three indicators of parents’ school satisfaction prior to the pandemic (i.e., school time, infrastructure, and rooms and achievement expectations), one indicator of teachers’ engagement prior to the pandemic (i.e., tedious responsibility), two indicators of modifications of teaching formats (i.e., reference books and videos), and two indicators of perceptions of achievement evaluation (i.e., the child could obtain a good school certificate and the child could obtain a good school certificate and a good job) were excluded from further analysis. The factor loadings of all indicators of parents’ satisfaction during the pandemic, parents’ perceptions of cooperation with schools, and the achievement scores exceed the value of 0.50 and therefore are included in the model.
In the structural model, all parents and school characteristics yielded insignificant results (see Table 4). Parents’ perceptions about teachers prior to the school lockdown seems to have made a significant contribution to their school satisfaction during the pandemic (B = 0.42, SE = 0.14, p < 0.01), while the effect of parents’ satisfaction and perceptions about cooperation with school seem to be negligible. Again, it is worth mentioning that the school satisfaction parents reported prior to and during the school lockdown refer to different schools, while the teachers they rated prior to the school lockdown could be the same teachers they rated during the pandemic. As mentioned above, parents’ perceptions about school were measured during the fourth year of elementary school, while their views about teachers were collected during the fifth year of schooling (the first year of secondary school). Unfortunately, there is no possibility to track whether parents rated the same teachers during the school lockdown as they did in the fifth year of schooling. In this regard, there is no possibility to compare parents’ perceptions about teachers prior to and during the school lockdown. However, the general results suggest that parents are likely to be satisfied during school lockdowns when they have positive attitudes towards teachers prior to school lockdowns.
TABLE 4 | Results of SEM analysis.
[image: Table 4]Compared to other factors, such as the characteristics of various actors (i.e., parents, children, and schools), parents’ perceptions during the pandemic seem to have made the highest contribution in explaining parents’ satisfaction during school lockdown. The effects of teachers’ technical ability (B = 0.39, SE = 0.03, p < 0.01), the modification of teaching formats (B = 0.12, SE = 0.03, p < 0.01), the delivery of learning materials (B = 0.13, SE = 0.04, p < 0.01), and stress due to school lockdown (B = −0.15, SE = 0.02, p < 0.01) are statistically meaningful, indicating that these aspects have a significant relationship with parents’ satisfaction during school lockdown. These results imply that parents who rated the teachers to have high technical ability or reported less stress during the pandemic were more likely to have higher school satisfaction than those who had other points of view. Parents’ satisfaction was also likely to be higher if they observed various modifications of teaching formats to have been done, rather than if they thought too few modifications were implemented by the school. A positive outcome is likely to be obtained if parents reported that the school delivered the learning materials via online platforms (e.g., school apps and video conferences) rather than through other means (e.g., emails, letters, telephone, short messages). Further, in accordance with the effect of teachers’ engagement prior to the school lockdown, the effect of teachers’ technical ability was relatively higher compared to other significant effects. This finding indicates that teachers play a key role in assessing parents’ school satisfaction.
Most effects of child characteristics yielded insignificant findings, with gender as the only exception. The outcomes suggest that the parents of girls were more likely to be satisfied during the school lockdown than the parents of boys (B = 0.09, SE = 0.04, p < 0.05). The effect of age, special educational needs, achievement scores, and parents’ perceptions of their children’s achievement cannot be distinguished from those obtained by chance.
DISCUSSION
This paper aims to examine various factors, including parents, teachers’, schools’, and children’s characteristics that were likely to influence parents’ school satisfaction during the first German school lockdown in Spring 2020. Using a structural equation model, we tested five hypotheses related to a school’s ability to support distance learning (Hypothesis 1), teachers’ technical abilities (Hypothesis 2), prior parents’ perceptions of school and teachers (Hypothesis 3), parents’ resources to assist with home schooling (Hypothesis 4), and children’s prior cognitive performance and special educational needs status (Hypothesis 5)
First, our results suggest that teachers’ engagement before the school lockdown and teachers’ technical ability during the time of home schooling are the most important factors, showing the strongest effects on parents’ school satisfaction. This shows that overall, it was mainly the teachers’ or schools’ characteristics that were relevant for parents’ school satisfaction during the lockdown. Hypothesis 1, referring to the positive effect of the offer of distance learning materials and teaching formats, and Hypothesis 2, referring to teachers’ abilities, can both be confirmed. In this respect, our data showed that parents were likely to demonstrate high satisfaction if schools implemented more online-based teaching formats (e.g., interactive online courses or learning software) during the school lockdown than before; this seems to have been done by most schools in Germany (see Wolter et al., 2020). Parents also reported high satisfaction if the learning materials were delivered via an online platform compared to other methods. There are thus clear preferences towards online teaching and communication during the lockdown. One possible explanation is that other teaching methods may give parents more tasks to do than the online approach (e.g., collecting learning materials from schools means parents should plan for some extra time to go to school compared to receiving learning materials through email or online platforms). In addition, during the pandemic, online delivery has been more secure than other options. Due to the demand for an online approach, teachers’ technical capabilities and the school’s technical infrastructure become crucial (see also: Eickelmann et al., 2019; Ames et al., 2021). When teachers cannot deal with the new teaching method, parents’ satisfaction seems to be at risk (with β = 0.55, the highest standardized coefficient in the model). This result suggests that it is imperative that teachers continuously develop their technical abilities, as well as knowledge about information and technology through, for example, participation in further training and education.
Further, we assumed in Hypothesis 3 that a parent’s higher school satisfaction in the past would have a positive effect on satisfaction with school during the lockdown. The results partly confirm this expectation: While a higher perception of teachers’ engagement in the past had a positive effect (with β = 0.21, the second highest standardized coefficient), the parent’s higher school satisfaction from the past shows no effect (please note that prior school satisfaction refers to elementary instead of secondary school). As the teacher is the direct and often only contact between family and school, it is plausible that parents may primarily think about the teacher’s activities when they are asked about their satisfaction with school. Accordingly, a previous study on African-American parents showed a similar outcome: parents’ attitudes towards teachers were the strongest indicators of how they rated public schools (Thompson 2003). In addition, Friedman et al. (2007) reported that 41% of the variance in parents’ satisfaction was explained by the way schools and teachers inform parents about their children’s learning progress. Our results imply that parents’ views during the lockdown were affected by their prior knowledge about teachers. This indicates that although parents’ satisfaction is multidimensional (Friedman et al., 2007), this construct seems to be relatively stable and is not solely affected by time-specific aspects (even in a very unordinary event such as the school lockdown), such as teachers’ technical capabilities or the delivery of learning materials during the lockdown.
In Hypothesis 4, we further assumed that parents’ lower access to temporal, social, and cultural resources with relevance for home schooling had a negative effect on parents’ satisfaction with school during the lockdown. As the parents were not well-equipped with the capabilities needed for home schooling, they may have felt (or come to feel) overburdened. This can lead to lower satisfaction with school. We identified no effects for cultural resources such as “parents’ education” and “language” or for further indicators of social support and temporal resources such as “marital status,” “childcare options,” “support from one’s employer,” or “changing the amount of work.” We therefore cannot confirm Hypothesis 4. However, the effect of “stress due to lockdown” yielded a significant outcome (with a standardized coefficient of −0.22, yielding a modest result). This signals that parents’ well-being is a key element in their assessment of a school. There is a high likelihood that stressful and overwhelmed parents are indicators of poor school quality. More specifically, parental stress due to the lockdown is related to a school’s capability of performing its duties during home schooling.
Finally, we assumed in Hypothesis 5 that the child’s comprehensive need for additional learning assistance at home could more likely make the parents feel overburdened and therefore, the child’s characteristics should have an effect on parents’ satisfaction with school during the school lockdown as well. Since in the results, no characteristics of the child (apart from a positive effect of the female gender) showed any impact on parents’ school satisfaction during the lockdown, Hypothesis 5 must be denied. As parents’ satisfaction is due to their subjective perceptions (Oliver and Swan 1989; Omar et al., 2009), gender stereotypes seem to play a significant role (see also Friedman et al., 2007). In this respect, favorable attitudes towards girls over boys have been documented in past research (e.g., Zukauskiene et al., 2003; Prinzie et al., 2006).
Overall, the results suggest that various learning offers through the use of modern technology and the knowledge of how to use it are especially important for parents’ satisfaction during periods of home schooling. At the macro-level, educational policy in Germany should therefore focus more on improving framework conditions for schools to develop high standards in the use of modern technology. At the lower level, schools should invest in the support of teachers’ competencies with regard to the comprehensive use of modern technology.
Limitations
There are a few limitations to this study. While it was possible to use survey data from different measurement time points before the school lockdown, restrictions in the panel-data structure did not allow us to perform longitudinal analysis. The relevant predictors we used in this study were collected at different time points, which means that indicators collected at a time point closer to the survey may show stronger effects. Therefore, it is not possible to compare the different effect sizes directly.
Unfortunately, due to data restrictions, there was no indicator of school satisfaction with the same school before and during the lockdown available. Information on school satisfaction before the pandemic was collected during the children’s last year of elementary school, while school satisfaction during the pandemic was collected during the children’s time in secondary school. The indicators of school satisfaction before and during the lockdown therefore refer to different schools. Thus, we might underestimate the effect of former school satisfaction.
A further drawback is the lack of data on teachers’ or students’ evaluations of the school lockdown in Spring 2020. In this study, we could only use parents’ reports and perceptions of home schooling processes, teachers’ activities, and school characteristics during the lockdown. It would be interesting to examine the perspectives of other relevant actors more in the account, and to explore how they influence parents’ school satisfaction.
Future research should hence focus not only on the parents’ perspective, but also analyze students’ and teachers’ perceptions and activities. For example, a focus on factors assessing school quality during challenging times can shed light on the question of what crucial features schools need to get through a crisis well. On behalf of families, future research could focus on the satisfaction and situation of special groups who probably face higher challenges to maintain the learning progress of the students at home (e.g., families with a lower socioeconomic background or a migrant background). In addition, longitudinal analyses should analyze changes in parents’ satisfaction with school before, during, and after the school lockdown.
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