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Parental involvement, 
student performance 

and satisfaction with life
This chapter examines how parents’ interest in their child’s life, certain 
parent-child activities, and parents’ participation in school-related activities 
are associated with students’ performance and students’ satisfaction with 
their own life. The chapter also discusses the factors that parents cite as 
obstacles to participation in their child’s school activities.
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Few relationships in life are as significant and enduring as the relationship between children and their parents or the 
adults who raised them. Families are the first social unit in which children learn and develop. Good parenting can take 
different forms and be shaped by various social and cultural forces, but it invariably involves providing children with the 
support, care, love, guidance and protection that set the conditions for healthy physical, mental and social development. 
It is not surprising, then, that interactions with parents have consistently been shown to influence students’ achievement, 
expectations, attitudes and psychological health (Fan and Williams, 2010; Hill and Tyson, 2009; Juang and Silbereisen, 
2002; Kaplan, 2013). The activities parents and children do together, parents’ expectations for their children’s future, and 
the behaviours and attitudes parents model for their children are all associated with children’s psychological well-being 
(Marchant, Paulson and Rothlisberg, 2001; OECD, 2012; Parker et al., 1999; Shumow and Lomax, 2002). Parents are also 
key players in helping their children succeed at school; after all, they are their children’s first and longest-serving teachers. 

As children grow, the connection with their parents also evolves. The relationship between parents and their 15-year-old 
children often reflects the greater autonomy and desire for independence that come with adolescence (Catsambis, 2002; 
Hartras, 2015; Seginer, 2006). Activities that parents and their young children once shared, such as reading together or 
helping with homework, often give way to adolescent children exploring their own interests by themselves, and to more 
mature interactions with their parents, involving discussion and negotiation (Seginer, 2006; Smetana, 2011).

This chapter explores how some forms of parental involvement, such as interest in their child’s life, the activities they 
engage in together, and parents’ participation in school-related activities, are associated with how well students do in 
school and how satisfied they are with their own life. It concludes with a discussion of factors that parents regard as 
obstacles hindering their participation in their child’s school activities. 

What the data tell us

• On average across 18 countries and economies, 82% of parents reported that they eat the main meal with their 
child around a table, 70% reported that they spend time just talking to their child, and 52% reported that they 
discuss how well their child is doing at school every day or almost every day. Students whose parents engage 
in these activities at least once a week score higher in the PISA science test and are more likely to report high 
levels of life satisfaction. 

• “Spending time just talking” is the parent-child activity most strongly associated with students’ life satisfaction.

• Most students in PISA-participating countries and economies reported that their parents are interested in their 
life at school. Students’ positive perceptions about their parents’ interest in their life at school are associated 
with higher scores in the PISA science test, and in particular, with a lower risk of low performance. 

• Parents cited the inability to get time off from work (cited by 36% of parents), the inconvenience of school 
meeting times (cited by 33% of parents) and the lack of knowledge about how to participate in school activities 
(cited by 17% of parents) as among the most common barriers to their participation in school activities. 

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT AT HOME AND SCHOOL
Over the past 30 years, the number of single-income families has dropped significantly in many OECD countries, giving 
rise to increasing numbers of two-income households (OECD, 2012). More than ever, parents struggle to find a balance 
between their professional and private lives; very often, their interactions with their children are squeezed into the few 
“free” hours of busy days. At the same time, their adolescent children are beginning to have their own social lives; and 
the realities of various family configurations – such as parents who live apart or single parents who work long hours – may 
add to the difficulties that parents face in finding “quality time” to spend with their children and in getting involved in 
their education. In spite of all this, PISA data paint a positive picture of how parents and children spend time together.

PISA asked parents how often they engage in certain activities at home with their child, and whether in the previous 
academic year they had interacted with their child’s teacher in school (Figure III.9.1). Across the 18 countries and 
economies that distributed the parent questionnaire, eating the main meal together is by far the most common activity 
reported by parents. On average, 82% of parents reported that they eat the main meal with their child around a table, 
followed by 70% who reported that they spend time just talking to their child, and 52% who reported that they discuss 
how well their child is doing at school every day or almost every day. In Belgium (Flemish community), France, Italy, 
Portugal and Spain, more than 90% of parents eat a meal with their child daily or nearly every day.
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Spending time just talking, while relatively less frequent, is also practiced routinely by most parents in 18 countries 
with available data. Overall, the share of parents who reported that they talk with their child about how he or she 
is doing at school is both smaller and more variable than that of parents who eat a meal with their child or spend 
time just talking to their child on a daily or nearly daily basis (Table III.9.1). Nonetheless, in Italy, Portugal and Spain, 
about 75% of parents reported that they discuss how well their child is doing at school at least almost every day. Such 
discussions are much less frequent in some high-performing Asian countries and economies. In Hong-Kong (China) 
and Korea, for example, slightly more than one in three parents reported that they talk with their child about school 
daily or nearly every day; in Macao (China), only around one in five parents so reported. These differences between 
Asian countries and other countries might partly reflect the higher response rates to the parent questionnaire in Asian 
countries (Box III.9.1). 

The responses provided by parents in 2015 closely follow the pattern observed in 2012 with a slight upward trend in 
some activities. The most frequent home-based activity in 2012 was eating the main meal together (which increased by 
2.6 percentage points in 2015), followed by spending time just talking to the child (which increased by 0.8 percentage 
point in 2015) and discussing with the child how well he or she is doing at school daily or almost every day (no significant 
changes observed compared to 2012). Trend data are available for 10 countries and show no dramatic change at the 
country level for most of them. The largest increase in the level of parental engagement in these activities (between 4.7 
and 10.4 percentage points) was observed in Korea (Table III.9.3). 

Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.9.1.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472181

Figure III.9.1 • Parents’ activities with their child and at their child’s school Parents’ activities with their child and at their child’s school

 Percentage of parents who reported engaging in home-based activities routinely and who had participated 
in school-related activities during the previous academic year (average for 18 countries/economies)
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Box III.9.1 PISA 2015 parent questionnaire

PISA has assessed parental involvement in education since 2006 when the parent questionnaire was distributed 
for the first time, directly addressing the parents of the PISA students. For PISA 2015, specific aspects of parental 
involvement were added to the school questionnaire (on parent-school communication and collaboration), and to 
the student questionnaire (on parental support in learning). In particular, four items focusing on parental support 
appear in both the student and parent questionnaires so that students’ and their parents’ perceptions can be 
compared. 

Analysis of the 2009 round of the PISA parent questionnaire has shown that some forms of parental involvement are 
more strongly related to cognitive and non-cognitive student outcomes than others (Borgonovi and Montt, 2012). 
These include reading to children when they are young, engaging in discussions that promote critical thinking and 
setting a good example. 

In 2015, 18 countries and economies distributed the parent questionnaire to students who sat the PISA test. Parents 
were asked to complete the questionnaire at home. The parent questionnaire seeks information about the activities 
parents engage in with their child and the science-related activities the child used to participate in when they 
were 10 years old; parents’ perceptions of their child’s school, the criteria they value in choosing a school for their 
child, and their participation in school activities; the education their child might have benefitted from during early 
childhood, including attendance at pre-primary school and other types of care arrangements; parents’ views on 
science and the environment; and parents’ country of birth, income and expenditure on education.  

Since students are asked to take the questionnaire home to their parents and return it to school the next day, response 
rates may decrease if students forget to bring the questionnaire home, forget to show it to their parents and/or forget 
to bring it to school once the questionnaire has been completed. Lower response rates may introduce bias in the 
estimates if certain kinds of students (those with more involved parents, higher achievers, etc.) are more likely to 
return the answered questionnaire than others (Borgonovi and Montt, 2012).

In every country and economy, the response rate for the parent questionnaire tends to be lower than that of the PISA 
student questionnaire. Some countries have significantly higher rates of non-response than others. For example, 
the parents of less than 5% of the students in the Dominican Republic, Georgia, Hong Kong (China) and Macao 
(China), and the parents of more than 40% of students in Germany and Scotland (United Kingdom) did not provide 
a response to the question: “How often do you or someone else in your home discuss how well [my] child is doing 
at school?” (see Table A1.8c in Annex A1). Some questions are more sensitive than others, and thus have higher 
rates of non-response. The most sensitive question concerns parents’ income. Only in the Dominican Republic, 
Hong Kong (China) and Korea was the non-response rate lower than 10%, while it was higher than 50% in Germany 
and Scotland (United Kingdom). A comparison of the characteristics of students with complete responses and those 
with missing responses in the parent questionnaire shows that, in most countries/economies, the former group of 
students is more socio-economically advantaged and performs better in science than the latter group of students, 
even if there are variations in these differences across countries.

Among the school-based activities shown in Figure III.9.1, the activity most frequently reported by parents is attending a 
scheduled meeting or conferences for parents in their child’s school. Some 77% of parents, on average, reported having 
done so during the previous academic year. Slightly more than half of the parents reported that they had “discussed 
my child’s behaviour with a teacher on my own initiative”, “discussed my child’s progress with a teacher on my own 
initiative” or “talked about how to support learning at home and homework with my child’s teachers”. Compared to 
most other countries, smaller shares of parents (between 15% and 37%) in Belgium (Flemish community), Ireland, 
Macao (China) and Scotland (United Kingdom) reported that they had conversed with their child’s teacher at their 
own initiative. In Chile, Hong Kong (China), Korea, Macao (China) and Mexico, there was an increase of between 
2.3 and 13.5 percentage points since 2012 in the proportion of parents who reported that they discussed their child’s 
progress with the teacher. These countries and economies, in addition to Croatia and Italy, also show a significant 
increase (ranging from 2.4 to 11 percentage points) since 2012 in the proportion of parents who discussed their child’s 
behaviour with the teacher (Table III.9.3). 
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On average, parents reported that they had “exchanged ideas on parenting, family support, or the child’s development with 
my child’s teacher” less often than the activities mentioned above. Around 42% of parents reported that they had done so 
during the previous academic year. This could reflect a perception among some parents that these topics are more private 
than school-related in nature. Smaller proportions of parents reported that they had engaged in other school-related activities, 
such as participating in local school government (e.g. parent council or school-management committee; 19%), volunteering 
in physical or extracurricular activities (15%), and volunteering to support school activities (12%) (Table III.9.1). 

In Asian countries and economies, parents reported fewer interactions with their children at home and less participation 
in school-based activities compared to the other countries with available data. The findings on home-based activities 
may reflect social and cultural differences in parents’ style of communication; how parents balance the fine line between 
encouraging their children and pressuring them to do well in school; or larger societal expectations related to high 
academic achievement. In cultures where every student is expected to excel in school, parents may rely more strongly on 
school and peer influences to help keep their children on track academically. The differences in school-based activities 
may suggest cultural differences in forms and frequencies of parental involvement, in the relationship between families 
and schools, or both. Some degree of social desirability bias may also be at play here. Social desirability is the tendency 
of survey respondents to answer certain questions in ways that they believe are more socially acceptable or desirable 
(Edwards, 1953). Parents in different cultures may vary in how sensitive they are to this type of survey bias. 

Overall, these results are an encouraging indication that most parents in participating countries and economies have 
been able to find some time to be with their children and that they have cultivated the habit of routinely talking with 
their children, eating with them, and participating in their school life. Such simple daily or weekly family interactions 
can provide students with the structure, regularity and support they need to thrive on their own. 

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT AND STUDENTS’ PERFORMANCE IN PISA
The literature consistently documents positive associations between a range of home- and school-based parental activities 
and children’s educational achievement, measured either as school marks or standardised test scores. This positive 
relationship holds in various disciplines, across ethnic groups, gender and over time (Bogenschneider, 1997; Catsambis, 
2002; Fan and Williams, 2010; Kaplan and Seginer, 2015; Keith et al., 1998;  Marjoribanks, 1996; Rodriguez, 2002; 
Shumow and Lomax, 2002). However, not every type of shared activity between parents and their child has been 
demonstrated to have a positive link to learning. Figure III.9.2 shows how parental engagement in a set of selected 
activities is associated with differences in students’ performance in science.

Figure III.9.2 • Parents’ activities and students’ science performance Parents’ activities and students’ science performance

Difference in science performance between students whose parents engage in selected activities at least once a week 
and those whose parents engage in such activities less frequently (average for 18 countries/economies)

Note: Statistically significant values are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.9.4.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472199
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Parents’ activities that typically take place at home or in the context of the family, namely “discussing how well my child is 
doing at school”, “eating the main meal with my child around a table” and “spending time just talking to my child” are all 
positively related to the child’s science performance in PISA 2015. An activity as simple as eating a meal together at least 
once a week is associated with an increase of at least 12 score points in science, on average, after accounting for students’ 
socio-economic status. While there is no theoretical reason to expect a direct connection between students’ performance 
in school and routinely eating a meal with their parents, the observed relationship may be capturing underlying traits of 
families that nurture this habit, traits that are more closely related to children’s performance at school. For example, parents 
may use meal time as an occasion to encourage their children, monitor their progress in school and show support. These 
families may also be able to maintain an orderly, structured environment for their children at home with less stress and greater 
stability. This relationship is positive and significant in 7 out of 18 countries and economies, including Hong Kong (China), 
where the score difference is 18 points, and Macao (China), where the score difference is 30 points – two economies where 
relatively small shares of parents reported that they routinely eat a meal together with their child. The relationship is negative 
in only one country, Croatia, with a score difference of 16 points after accounting for socio-economic status (Table III.9.4). 

Similarly, students whose parents “spend time just talking” to them at least once a week score 10 points higher, on average, 
than students of similar socio-economic status whose parents do so less frequently. This relationship is positive and 
significant in Georgia, Hong Kong (China), Korea and Portugal. Another possible explanation for the positive relationship 
between parent-child discussions and performance is that parents might find it easier to talk about school with children 
who perform relatively well and are engaged at school.  

Conversely, most activities that reflect parents’ direct involvement in their child’s science education have a negative 
relationship with the student’s science score. Students whose parents reported that they “help my child with his/her 
science homework” or “obtain science-related materials (e.g. applications, software, study guides, etc.) for my child” 
at least once a week, score over 20 points lower in science, on average, than students whose parents engage in these 
activities less frequently (Figure III.9.2). Poor performance in science may be the reason why parents are more directly 
involved in their child’s school work. 

PISA results are also consistent with research findings showing a negative relationship between parental help with 
homework and student performance in early adolescence and beyond (Fan, 2001; Hill and Tyson, 2009; Hoover-
Dempsey et al., 2001). While help with homework might have been effective in the early years of school, during 
adolescence, students may respond better to other forms of parental support that respect their growing need for autonomy. 
This is illustrated by the positive associations found between students’ performance in science and parents reporting that 
they “discuss how well my child is doing at school” or “spend time just talking to my child”.

As Figure III.9.2 shows, parents’ involvement in science homework or in monitoring their child’s progress in science 
education is not strongly related to socio-economic status. This suggests that while advantaged and disadvantaged parents 
may differ widely in how they interact with their children at home, parents from all socio-economic groups try to help 
their children when they are struggling in school.

Box III.9.2 Nurturing young scientists

Science is not only the domain of scientists. Everyone needs to be able to “think like a scientist” to some extent. 
From reading food labels about nutrition facts, to understanding doctors’ treatment options for a disease, to deciding 
to act in ways that are less harmful to the environment, contemporary society is full of opportunities for making use 
of scientific thinking. This means weighing evidence, coming to evidence-based conclusions, and understanding 
that scientific “truth” may change over time as new discoveries are made (OECD, 2016). Learning and reasoning 
scientifically are the result of a cumulative process that unfolds both at school and at home, and most children 
show an interest in science from an early age. Parents who value their children’s education could stimulate their 
interests further by engaging in activities that increase their capacity to learn or by encouraging them to do so. 

PISA asked parents whether their children, when they were 10 years old, used to spend time in various activities 
that signalled an interest in science. According to parents, the most popular activity was playing with construction 
games (e.g. plastic building bricks) (47% of parents reported that their children used to do this regularly or very 
often), followed by watching TV programmes about science (22% of parents reported this). Around 11% of parents 
reported that their children used to experiment with a science kit or visit websites about science topics; only 3% 
of parents reported that their child had attended a science club when he or she was 10 years old (Table III.9.6).

...
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Some of these activities are associated with higher performance in science and with students’ expectation to pursue 
a career in science later on (Tables III.9.9 and III.9.15; OECD, 2008). But not all parents value these activities to the 
same degree or can afford to offer them. Providing a telescope or a science kit for kids to play with may be far down 
the list of priorities for many parents. On average across 18 countries and economies, 14% of children with tertiary-
educated parents did experiments with a science kit or used a telescope when they were 10 years old, compared to 
9% of children whose parents are not tertiary-educated. Differences related to parents’ education vary from country 
to country and are largest (in favour of parents with a tertiary education) in Korea, Malta and Portugal (Table III.9.7).

Watching the sky with a telescope or playing with a chemistry kit could nurture children’s interest in science and 
strengthen their confidence about their own abilities in science. Students’ engagement in science is shaped by 
two forces: how students think about themselves – what they think they are good at and what they think is good 
for them – and students’ attitudes towards science and towards science-related activities – that is, whether they 
perceive these activities as important, enjoyable and useful (OECD, 2016).

Figure III.9.3 shows that among students who perform similarly in science and who are of similar socio-economic 
status, those who used to visit websites about science topics when they were 10 were more likely to be among the 
top quarter of students in their country in the level of enjoyment of science (by 78%) and in science self-efficacy 
(by 70%), as measured by PISA. Reading books on scientific discoveries, watching TV programmes about science 
and experimenting with a science kit were also associated with high levels of enjoyment of and self-efficacy in 
science. These associations do not show any causal link, but they reveal a close relationship between an early 
engagement in science activities and attitudes towards science at age 15. These students might have engaged in 
such activities more often than others because they were more interested in science to begin with. But it is also 
possible that engaging in these activities led to a deeper enjoyment of science and made these students more 
confident about learning science. As is the case with so much of what happens in learning, activities and interests 
may have a mutually reinforcing role, one that attentive parents can observe and foster to the benefit of their child.

Figure III.9.3 • Science-related activities a Science-related activities at age 10, and students’ enjoyment t age 10, and students’ enjoyment 
of and self-efficacy in scienceof and self-efficacy in science

Students’ likelihood of being in the top quarter of the indices of enjoyment of science and science self-
efficacy in their own country/economy if they engaged in science-related activities at age 10  

(average for 18 countries/economies)

Note: Statistically significant values are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Tables III.9.6, III.9.11 and III.9.13.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472200
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PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT AND STUDENTS’ SATISFACTION WITH LIFE
PISA data show that certain types of parental activities are positively related not only to students’ performance, but also to 
other areas of their life, such as how satisfied students are with their own life. Students whose parents reported “spending 
time just talking to my child”, “eating the main meal with my child around a table” or “discussing how well my child is 
doing at school” at least once a week were between 22% and 62% more likely to report high levels of life satisfaction (i.e. 
their responses put them at the equivalent of 9 or 10 on a scale of 0 to 10) than students whose parents reported engaging in 
these activities less frequently (Figure III.9.4). Some school-related forms of parental involvement, such as having attended a 
school meeting or conferences for parents in the previous academic year or having interacted with their child’s teacher, are 
also positively related to students’ satisfaction with life, but the strength of these associations is considerably weaker. Parents 
of students who are struggling in school, and perhaps less satisfied with their life, may be more likely to interact with their 
child’s teachers and school more often, which could partially explain these weaker associations.

Countries vary in which parental activities are most strongly related to students’ life satisfaction. In Croatia, France, 
Hong Kong (China) and Portugal, for example, students were approximately twice as likely to report being very satisfied 
with their life if their parents reported eating the main meal with them; but they were less than 60% as likely to report 
being very satisfied with their life when their parents reported spending time just talking to them. In Mexico, by contrast, 
students were almost 80% more likely to report being very satisfied with their life when their parents reported spending 
time just talking to them, but less than 60% as likely to report being very satisfied with life if their parents reported eating 
with them frequently (Table III.9.5). 

Figure III.9.4 • Parents’ activities and students’ life satisfaction Parents’ activities and students’ life satisfaction

Students’ likelihood of reporting being highly satisfied1 with their life when their parents reported having  
engaged in the selected activities, after accounting for students’ socio-economic status  

(average of all countries and economies with available data)

1. A student is classified as “very satisfied” with life if he or she reported 9 or 10 on the life-satisfaction scale. The life-satisfaction scale ranges from 0 to 10.
Notes: Statistically significant values are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3). All values regarding activities parents reported engaging in “at least once 
a week” are statistically significant.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.9.5.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472215
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In spite of these differences, “spending time just talking” is the parental activity most frequently and most strongly 
associated with students’ life satisfaction across all countries with available data. Only in Germany, Italy and Korea is 
this activity not significantly related to students’ life satisfaction. In 12 countries, students were more likely to report 
being very satisfied with their lives when their parents reported engaging in at least one of these home-based activities 
at least once a week. 

It is not possible from these results to determine the direction of the relationship between communication within the 
family and students’ life satisfaction. Parents may be more likely to engage in these activities if their children are, in 
general, more satisfied with their life, which makes them more open to communicating and sharing a closer interaction 
with their parents and others. How adolescents perceive their parents’ attempts to communicate with them can also play 
a role. Research shows that parental behaviour perceived as supportive is associated with a lower incidence of depression 
in their adolescent children; but if that behaviour is perceived as controlling, it is associated with a higher incidence of 
depression and antisocial behaviour (Barber, Stolz and Olsen, 2005; McNeely and Barber, 2010). It is also possible that 
by engaging in conversation and keeping a regular meal routine at home, parents are modelling social behaviours that 
help their children develop their own communication and social skills, which builds their self-confidence and makes 
them more satisfied with their life (Bandura, 1977). 

STUDENTS’ REPORTS OF THEIR PARENTS’ INTEREST IN THEIR LIFE AT SCHOOL
Through the activities they engage in at home and at school, parents manifest their values as well as the aspirations and 
concerns they have for their child’s life, in general, and for his or her success in school, in particular. But what parents 
tell their children, how they show affection and interest in them and how they support their academic achievement are 
ultimately subject to their children’s interpretation. When asked about their perceptions regarding their parents’ interest 
in their school life, 94% of PISA-participating students across OECD countries reported that they “agree” or “strongly 
agree” that “my parents are interested in my school activities” (Table III.9.18). 

Figure III.9.5 • Parents’ interest in their child’s activities at school, by socio-economic status Parents’ interest in their child’s activities at school, by socio-economic status

Percentage of students who reported “agree” or “strongly agree” with the statement  
“My parents are interested in my school activities”

Note: Statistically significant differences in the percentage of students who reported that their parents are interested in their school activities, between students 
in the top and bottom quarters of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status, are shown next to the country/economy name (see Annex A3).
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the percentage of students in the bottom quarter of the ESCS index who reported that their 
parents are interested in their school activities.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.9.20.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472221
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In most countries where this proportion is above the OECD average, there is little variation in students’ responses related 
to socio-economic status (Table III.9.19 and Figure III.9.5). However, in countries where this proportion is below the 
OECD average, the share of students who “agree” or “strongly agree” that their parents are interested in their school 
activities is significantly smaller among disadvantaged students. The difference in this proportion between students in 
the bottom quarter of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status and those in the top quarter of that index is 
between 10 and 15 percentage points in Japan, Chinese Taipei, Turkey and the United States. The largest gaps are observed 
in Hong Kong (China) (a gap of 22 percentage points), Macao (China) (a gap of 18 percentage points) and Singapore 
(a gap of 19 percentage points). 

PARENTS’ INTEREST IN SCHOOL, AND STUDENTS’ PERFORMANCE IN PISA AND LIFE 
SATISFACTION
Students’ perceptions of how interested their parents are in them and in their school life can influence their own views on 
the value of education, the goals they set for themselves and how much effort they put into learning – all of which may affect 
their performance and their motivation to do well in school (d’Ailly, 2003; Grolnick and Slowiaczek, 1994; Grolnick et al., 
1991). These perceptions may also be related to students’ feelings and beliefs about their parents’ appreciation, care and 
love in general (McNeely and Barber, 2010), which may be linked to how satisfied they are with their own life.

Indeed, students who reported that their parents are interested in their school activities perform better in PISA than 
students who reported a lack of interest from their parents. This is true at all levels of performance in science, although 
this association is stronger among low-performing students (Figure III.9.6). This may indicate that parental interest acts as 
a protective factor against low performance, without necessarily being an equally powerful catalyst for high performance. 

1. Students who reported “agree” or “strongly agree” with the statement “My parents are interested in my school activities”.
Note: All values are statistically significant (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.9.22.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472232

Figure III.9.6 • Parents’ interest in their child’s activities at school and science performance Parents’ interest in their child’s activities at school and science performance

Score-point difference between students who reported that their parents are interested in their school activities1 
and those who reported otherwise, by student performance in science (OECD average)
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In fact, students who “agree” or “strongly agree” that their parents are interested in their school activities are also more 
motivated to do well in school. Across OECD countries, these students were 2.5 times more likely to report that they 
“want top grades in school”, on average (Figure III.9.7). Likewise, students who hold these perceptions of their parents’ 
interest were almost twice as likely to report being highly satisfied with their life (reporting 9 or 10 on a scale from 0 to 
10 of life satisfaction) than students who do not hold those perceptions. Students’ positive views of their parents’ interest 
in their school activities may signal some underlying protective effect in supportive parent-child relationships, as these 
students were also less likely to report feeling lonely at school and to report low satisfaction with life.
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OBSTACLES TO PARENTS’ PARTICIPATION IN SCHOOL ACTIVITIES
Schools have not always been interested in encouraging parents to participate in their activities. Parents, especially 
those from disadvantaged and immigrant groups, were regarded by many teachers, school leaders and policy makers as 
obstacles to the creation of a society based on dominant values and ideology (Bowles and Gintis, 2000; Johnson, 1976; 
Ministère de l’Éducation nationale, de l’Enseignment Supérieur et de la Recherche, 2006; Seginer, 2006). Recently, 
a growing understanding that parents and teachers can be effective partners in helping children succeed in school has led 
policy makers and school leaders in many countries to take deliberate actions to increase parents’ participation in school 
life (Bronfenbrenner, 1989; D’Agostino et al., 2001; Epstein, 2001; Raikes and Love, 2002). Policies and school-level 
practices to increase parental participation have been shown to facilitate students’ positive behaviours and attitudes at 
school (Avvisati et al., 2014; Berlinski et al. 2016; Dizon-Ross, 2016). Parents’ involvement not only provides additional 
support to their child’s learning, but it also brings greater accountability to education systems. Thus, one meaningful way 
for school leaders to help parents engage more often and more effectively with their child’s school is to help remove 
the barriers that hinder their regular participation in school activities.

Some of these barriers may be related to factors external to school, for example, when meetings and other school activities 
conflict with parents’ work schedule, when parents are unable to participate due to transportation problems or childcare 
needs, or when parents and teachers do not speak the same language. Others may be related to a lack of familiarity with 
the institution, a lack of information about opportunities for parental involvement, or intimidation related to language or 
cultural distance – all barriers that schools can help remove. 

PISA asked parents whether these kinds of factors have hindered their participation in activities at their child’s school 
during the previous academic year. Considering factors external to school,  36% of parents reported that “I was not 
able to get off from work”, 33% reported that “the meeting times were inconvenient”, and 13% of parents selected 
“I had no one to take care of my child/children”, on average across 18 countries (Figure III.9.8). Considering barriers 

1. Students want top grades at school or feel lonely at school if they agree or strongly agree to related statements in the questionnaire. Students who are 
very (not) satisfied with life are those with self-reported values of 9 or 10 (between 0 and 4) on the life satisfaction scale, which ranges from 0 to 10 points.
Notes: The figure reports a logarithmic transformation of the odds ratios of the outcome (e.g. wanting top grades at school) related to parents’ interest. 
The logarithm transformation makes the values of odds ratios below one and above one comparable in the graph.  The label at the end of each bar displays 
the corresponding odds ratios (change in the likelihood of the outcome). 
All values are statistically significant (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.9.24.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472242

Figure III.9.7 • Parents’ interest in their child’s activities at school and well-being Parents’ interest in their child’s activities at school and well-being

Increased likelihood of students to report the following measures of well-being1 if they agree or strongly agree  
that their parents are interested in their school activities, after accounting for students’ socio-economic status 

(OECD average)
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related to communication, 17% reported that “I do not know how I could participate in school activities”. Some 13% of 
parents selected the following reasons as obstacles: “I think participation is not relevant for my child’s development” and 
“My child does not want me to participate”. Some 8% of parents cited language barriers, and 7% mentioned problems 
with transportation. 

Parents often face several of these obstacles at once. These barriers can be related to the neighbourhoods in which families 
live, the work arrangements they may have, the infrastructure and other human and social services available in their area, 
and the demographics of the region. In most countries and economies, relatively more parents reported that meeting 
times at school were inconvenient or that they were not able to get off from work than reported other reasons for not 
participating (Table III.9.26 and Figure III.9.8). In Hong Kong (China), 68% of parents reported that they are unable to get 
off from work and 66% reported that meeting times are inconvenient. These two reasons can overlap, as parents may have 
reported that meeting times are inconvenient because they cannot get time off from work to participate. Meeting times 
are also a serious impediment for around 66% of Korean parents. In these countries and economies, work constraints 
and inflexible schedules seem to be the major barriers to participation.

Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.9.26.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472257

Figure III.9.8 • Obstacles to parents’ participation in their child’s school activities Obstacles to parents’ participation in their child’s school activities

Percentage of parents who agreed or strongly agreed that the following factors hindered their participation  
in their child’s school activities in the previous year (average for 18 countries/economies)

A B C D E F G H

O
EC

D Belgium (Flemish) 16.6 19.6 7.0 11.7 5.2 4.9 3.9 3.6

Chile 30.9 24.9 19.0 21.2 18.2 22.9 4.6 15.1

France 41.5 39.1 14.9 4.1 11.1 3.6 2.6 5.8

Germany 35.7 35.0 6.5 14.8 7.5 6.8 2.6 2.7
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In Latin American countries, such as Chile, the Dominican Republic and Mexico, in addition to scheduling times and 
inflexible work schedules, parents frequently reported a lack of childcare services and problems with transportation 
(Figure III.9.8). These countries also show some of the largest shares of parents who reported that they do not know how 
they can participate in school activities, who think that their participation is not relevant for their child’s development, 
or who reported that their child does not want them to participate. Between 29% and 46% of parents in the Dominican 
Republic and Mexico reported at least one of these reasons as obstacles to participation. Schools and teachers can reach 
out to parents and help educate them about the value of their involvement in their child’s education, and about the many 
ways of getting involved in school activities while respecting their child’s need for autonomy.

The PISA question about barriers to parents’ participation in their child’s school activities reveals the concerns of parents 
whose interaction with the school is constrained in various ways. But what can one learn about parents who do participate 
in their child’s school life? Do these parents differ in any way from those who do not participate? PISA data show that 
parents’ or guardians’ levels of education, their income level, how much they spend on education, and their gender are all 
significant indicators of whether or not a parent takes the initiative to speak with his or her child’s teacher (Figure III.9.9). 
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In particular, parents with a tertiary education were 21% more likely to report that they had “discussed their child’s progress 
with the teacher at their own initiative” during the previous academic year, after accounting for students’ performance. 
High-earning parents were 14% more likely, and those who spend more on education were 33% more likely to report 
that they had done so. Mothers or female guardians were, on average, 13% more likely than fathers or male guardians to 
report that they had talked to their child’s teacher about his or her progress in school (survey respondents included only 
one of the two parents for each child); foreign-born parents were as likely as native-born parents to report that they had 
done so, after accounting for their child’s performance in PISA.

Notes: The figure reports a logarithmic transformation of the odds ratios of initiating talks with the teacher related to parents’ characteristics. The logarithm 
transformation makes the values of odds ratios below one and above one comparable in the graph. The interpretation of the odds ratios (in terms of percentage 
change in the likelihood of the outcome), after accounting for students’ performance, is indicated at the end of each bar. The analysis excludes students 
whose two parents or guardians responded together to the parent questionnaire. 
Students’ parents were asked to report their family income before taxes and their total expenditures in education. Their answers were coded in six income 
(expenditure) classes, defined independently by each country. Low (high)-income (expenditure) students are students in the bottom (top) two categories of 
family income (expenditures). See Table III.10.10 for the income values corresponding to the categories.
Statistically significant values are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.9.23.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472263

Figure III.9.9 • Parents who initiate talks with their child’s teacher,  Parents who initiate talks with their child’s teacher,   
by parents’ socio-economic status, gender and immigration statusby parents’ socio-economic status, gender and immigration status

Parents’ likelihood of having discussed child’s progress with the teacher on their own initiative,  
by parent/guardian’s characteristics (average for 18 countries/economies)
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Language barriers and parents’ participation in school activities
It is reasonable to expect that language barriers to parents’ participation at school is more of a concern among immigrant 
parents, which might explain the relatively low percentage of parents who cite language as a reason for not participating 
in school activities (language barriers might also be related to the response rates to the parent questionnaire). But the 
reality is that there are large variations across countries in the proportion of parents who reported that their “language skills 
were not sufficient” (Table III.9.26). In 8 out of 18 countries, less than 5% of parents so reported; but in the Dominican 
Republic, 26% of parents reported that their “language skills were not sufficient” as did 31% of parents in Mexico. The 
wording of this question seems to capture not only parents who speak a language other than the official language(s) at 
school, but also native-born parents with less education who feel inhibited by their language skills when interacting with 
well-educated teachers and school staff. It is not possible to determine the extent to which these parents may be implying 
that the school environment is socially intimidating. 

Some caution is advised in interpreting cross-country comparisons based on the immigrant background of students 
and their families, as observed differences are bound to be influenced by differences in immigrant populations in the 
countries and economies involved. That said, some patterns identified in the PISA data provide insights into how students’ 
immigrant background is linked to their parents’ inability to participate in school activities because of their language skills. 
The differences in parents’ responses related to their child’s immigrant background can also indicate which countries do 
a better job at integrating immigrant parents into their child’s school life. 
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Figure III.9.10 shows that, on average across 18 countries and economies, among non-immigrant students, 7% of parents 
reported that they do not participate in school activities due to language barriers; among first-generation immigrant 
students, 21% of parents so reported; and among second-generation immigrant students, 17% of parents so reported. In a 
number of European countries and economies, namely Belgium (Flemish Community), France, Germany, Ireland, Italy 
and Scotland (United Kingdom), the share of parents who reported insufficient language skills as a barrier to participation 
is at least 20 percentage points larger among first-generation immigrant students than among non-immigrant students. 
In Germany, 36% of first-generation immigrant students have parents who reported such difficulties compared to less 
than 1% of non-immigrant students.

Note: Statistically significant differences between the percentage of non-immigrant students and the percentage of first-generation immigrant students 
whose parents reported that their language skills hindered participation in their child's school activities is shown next to the country/economy name 
(see Annex A3). 
Countries and economies are ranked in ascending order of the percentage of non-immigrant students whose parents reported that insufficient language 
skills hindered participation in their child's school activities in the previous academic year.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.9.25.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933472270

Figure III.9.10 • Immigrant background and language skills hindering parents’ participation  Immigrant background and language skills hindering parents’ participation 
in school activities in school activities 

Percentage of students whose parents reported that participation in their child's school activities  
in the previous academic year was hindered by insufficient language skills
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Immigrant families whose children were born in the host country (i.e. second-generation immigrant students) should, 
in principle, have had more time and opportunities to learn the host language and gradually feel more confident to 
participate in their child’s school activities. But in several countries and economies, parents of second-generation students 
reported similar language constraints as parents of first-immigrant students (Table III.9.25). This pattern might be related to 
changes in the skills composition of immigrants over time, or to feelings of social exclusion shared by first- and second-
generation immigrants. Policy makers should take a careful look at what aspects of their education, social, labour and 
immigration policies are keeping immigrant groups at the margin of their societies, and work across policy areas to 
encourage faster social and economic integration of these families.

Non-immigrant families can also face communication barriers. In Hong Kong (China), Macao (China) and Malta, the 
parents of around 10% of non-immigrant students reported insufficient language skills as a barrier to school participation 
(Figure III.9.10). In the Dominican Republic and Mexico, this proportion is remarkably large: nearly one in three non-
immigrant students has a parent who cites insufficient language skills as an obstacle to participation. The problem might 
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be even more pervasive among socio-economically disadvantaged families. In Mexico, 44% of disadvantaged parents 
reported this problem compared with 15% of parents in advantaged families. In the Dominican Republic, 32% of 
disadvantaged parents so reported – nearly double the proportion observed among advantaged parents (Table III.9.27). 

Linguistic diversity among non-immigrants, especially among indigenous populations, is one possible explanation for 
these findings. But factors other than parents’ ability to speak the country’s/economy’s official language(s) might also 
be at play and might disproportionally affect less-educated, less-privileged parents. The school environment may seem 
unfriendly to them, teachers may hold stereotypical views about lack of parental interest in poor families, or the school 
may be using inefficient communication strategies, such as relying mostly on written instructions that may be difficult 
to follow by illiterate or less-educated parents. Schools need to consider how they can welcome parents from culturally, 
linguistically and socio-economically diverse backgrounds.

What these results imply for policy 

• Parents can be encouraged to adopt simple and healthy routines – such as eating a meal together and talking 
together – that bring them closer to their child. Shared activities, adapted to various cultural contexts, need 
to respect adolescents’ preferred modes of engagement and the growing need for autonomy that comes with 
adolescence. 

• Schools can identify those parents who may be unable to participate in school activities for reasons other than 
a lack of interest. Building some flexibility in the ways in which parents can communicate with the school 
may encourage greater parental involvement. Scheduled phone or video calls may be as effective as some 
face-to-face meetings and may better fit the busy schedule of some parents. 

• Teachers can be encouraged to welcome all parents as partners in education, particularly those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds whose children need their support the most to do well in school and in life. Through 
their engagement in their child’s education, parents can help build a learning environment that encourages 
both high academic performance and the well-being of all students.

• Removing language barriers to parents’ participation in school activities may require partnerships beyond 
the school. In countries with large immigrant populations, including many European countries, schools may 
need to seek collaboration with immigration and social services agencies, as these might offer useful services, 
including interpreters, that can help facilitate communication between the school and immigrant families. 

• Governments can provide incentives to employers who adopt work-life balance policies so that parents have 
adequate time to attend to their children’s needs. Healthy young people are more engaged and productive 
participants in society, so advancing policies that support parents’ involvement in their children’s lives is one 
way for governments to build more inclusive societies. 
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