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Abstract
There is much international evidence that parental involvement in children’s 
learning can positively influence achievement. New Zealand policy expects 
schools to nurture such involvement, particularly in relation to Máori and 
Pasifika learners. Despite policy imperatives and valuable professional 
development projects, such involvement has proved challenging to embed 
within many English-medium school settings. We examined policy, 
theoretical, and research literature to identify key supports and barriers 
to establishing strong parental involvement in children’s learning, with a 
particular focus on the context of mathematics. A review of literature shows 
that parental involvement can be nurtured by school-wide commitment, 
learning-focused parent–teacher partnerships, effective communication, 
purposeful home-based learning, and shared home and school decision 
making. However, establishing sustained parental involvement in learning 
is challenging, with time constraints, language and cultural differences, and 
varied expectations posing barriers. Further guidance, support, and New 
Zealand-based research are needed to ensure such involvement can be 
maximised, including investigation into the effects of such involvement on 
achievement, affect, and well-being, particularly in relation to Máori and 
Pasifika students in English-medium settings. 

Introduction
New Zealand parents have much to offer to support their children’s 
learning. Involvement of parents in the school curriculum is advocated 
in many countries, including New Zealand, for enhancing students’ 
schooling experience and achievement and reducing potential barriers to 
learning. In particular, the cultural competencies for teachers of Máori 
students (Ministry of Education, 2011a) and the values within the Pasifika 
Education Plan (Ministry of Education, 2013a) highlight the importance 
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of family for these students. New Zealand schools are encouraged to 
establish effective home–school partnerships focused on aligning teacher 
and parental supports for students’ learning (Alton-Lee, 2003; Education 
Review Office, 2015a).

The benefits that can result from parental involvement with their children’s 
learning are described in both theoretical and research literature. Known 
benefits from parental involvement in students’ learning in general, and in 
mathematics learning in particular, include increased motivation to learn, 
enhanced achievement, and positive effects on attendance (e.g., Anthony 
& Walshaw, 2007; Biddulph, Biddulph, & Biddulph, 2003; Harris & 
Goodall, 2008; Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009; Sheldon & Epstein, 
2005; Tuuta, Bradnam, Hynds, Higgins, & Broughton, 2004). Further 
benefits of strong parental involvement in their children’s learning include 
greater parental confidence in interacting with the school and helping 
their children, improved parent–child relationships (Bernie & Lall, 2008), 
and stronger interest of parents in furthering their own education. Also 
identified is increased parental understanding of the school mathematics 
curriculum (Anthony & Walshaw, 2007; Civil, 2006). However, parental 
involvement can also result in negative effects on learning, such as when 
teacher–parent or school–family relationships are poor or when parental 
help with homework is poorly informed (Robinson et al., 2009), indicating 
careful planning, management, and monitoring are important. 

Several strategies and initiatives, such as developing a sense of family 
connection and working towards shared goals, have been used in 
New Zealand schools to help move beyond one-way after-the-event 
communication with parents towards developing strong parental involve
ment in learning (Education Review Office, 2015a, 2015b). However, 
such developments can be challenging to instigate and maintain (e.g., 
Fisher & Neill, 2007, 2008) and little research exists that examines how 
such initiatives can be built and sustained over time and the ongoing 
effects they may have for participants, particularly in New Zealand and in 
the area of mathematics learning. Mathematics is studied by most students 
across the school system. Given the importance of successful mathematics 
learning for enabling career options and academic advancement, current 
educational policy and priority areas in relation to learners of Máori, 
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Pasifika, and low socioeconomic backgrounds (Ministry of Education, 
2012), and the persistent achievement differences on traditional measures 
by ethnicity and socioeconomic status (e.g., Gilmore & Smith, 2011; 
Ministry of Education, 2014a), such investigation is timely and important. 

Here we report on an extensive literature review carried out to explore how 
the involvement of parents and families in school learning programmes 
can be enhanced. We interpret “parental” to include parents, whánau, 
and caregivers: the adults and others in learners’ homes responsible for 
children’s care, nurture, and support. Our focus is on learning programmes 
implemented by schools, which we refer to as the school curriculum. 
We acknowledge that the literature on parental involvement is highly 
context-specific and hence the contribution of the international literature 
in relation to deep insight into what works for students and families in 
New Zealand, and Máori and Pasifika students and parents in particular, 
is likely to be limited. However, the international literature provides 
useful ideas for consideration and discussion, particularly given the wide 
variation across New Zealand school contexts in relation to many factors, 
such as socioeconomic status, size of school, language of instruction, and 
whether the school is a state, private, or integrated institution. 

We sought strategies that have been used to involve parents and families 
in the school curriculum in general and in mathematics in particular, and 
common themes in relation to factors that led to such involvement being 
successful or unsuccessful. Firstly, we describe our search methods and 
criteria and define how we use the term “parental involvement”. Next, 
we describe the policy for, understandings about, and current practices 
used for involving parents in school curricula, and outline the support 
for and barriers to such involvement. We examine these and describe 
promising initiatives in light of aspects of a model used internationally 
in relation to parental involvement in education, Epstein’s (2001) model 
of overlapping spheres of influence. Epstein’s model was chosen because 
of its widespread use, including in New Zealand reporting, such as 
the extensive literature review by Biddulph et al. (2003). We finish by 
discussing the implications of our findings. 

We searched a range of databases, including Proquest and Scopus, 
for suitable theoretical and research literature, and sourced further 
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publications, including policy documents, from a range of New Zealand 
websites (e.g., Ministry of Education, 2015a, Education Review Office, 
n.d.; New Zealand Council for Educational Research, 2015). Search 
terms, used alone and in various combinations, included: parents, parental 
involvement, parent engagement, home–school partnerships, whánau, 
and mathematics. The references of sourced articles were used to identify 
further literature. The search resulted in the identification of 148 sources, 
35 on or related to educational policy, 77 theoretical and empirical 
sources (including research reports, articles, books, and book chapters), 
and 37 educational websites. To limit the search and maximise relevance, 
most of the literature selected was published from the year 2000. Themes 
such as key features, findings, strengths, and weaknesses were identified 
across the sources along with data about the project or study (e.g., location, 
size, school level/s and curriculum area/s, type of study/project, method) 
with all results tabulated. The tables were then searched by keyword and 
focus area to identify overall themes across the projects and studies, with 
decisions and results discussed and negotiated across the review team. 
In this article, we draw from the literature to focus on the diversity of 
interpretations, supports, and barriers to parental involvement in learning. 
We draw particularly from international and New Zealand-based literature 
reviews and research studies, New Zealand policy, and international and 
New Zealand resources related to mathematics teaching and learning. 
We found very little research literature which focused specifically on 
developing parental involvement with Máori or with Pasifika parents. 

A problematic diversity of terms and interpretations
Obstacles to examining parental involvement in the curriculum in research 
and practice include the wide range of terms that have been used to refer 
to parental involvement, and that many terms are used interchangeably. 
Many definitions of parental involvement have been school-centred rather 
than encompassing a broader range of behaviours that influence cognitive 
development and achievement or drawing on parents’ funds of knowledge 
and the other contributions they can make to their children’s schooling 
(Bernie & Lall, 2008). Some terms hold common understandings 
across authors. For example, in relation to parental involvement, the 
aspirational term partnership, used in New Zealand and international 
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settings, is commonly accepted as suggesting that families and schools 
are on an equal footing and both contribute to the educational success of 
students (e.g., Anthony & Walshaw, 2007; Bull, 2009; Bull, Brooking, 
& Campbell, 2008; Epstein, 2011; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). However, 
other terms such as involvement, engagement, and participation, all of 
which are frequently found in both education policy and related literature, 
are used with a wider range of interpretations (Goodall & Montgomery, 
2014), with expectations of little to large amounts of parental interaction 
and input into children’s learning. Particularly relevant in New Zealand is 
the diversity of understandings in literature and day-to-day usage of what 
constitutes families, family attributes and processes, community factors, 
and parental roles (Biddulph et al., 2003). 

The similarities and differences in the use of such terms and the 
implications of the ideas encompassed within them for teachers, schools, 
and parents also differ in the literature, as does the scope of practices such 
terms are used to encompass (e.g., Bakker & Denessen, 2007; Desforges & 
Abouchaar, 2003; Fan & Chen, 2001). For example, in their meta-analysis 
of 25 studies on parent involvement and student achievement, Fan and 
Chen (2001) found that the umbrella term “parent involvement” included 
a wide range of activities and values, making comparisons across studies 
difficult. They used a continuum of approaches, from involvement related 
specifically to school (such as communicating with teachers, helping with 
homework, or involvement in school governance), involvement that had 
elements related to both school and homes, to involvement targeted solely 
at students’ homes (such as setting up a home environment supportive 
of learning and supporting parenting in general), to describe the diverse 
examples of parental involvement found across the studies. Continua of 
parental involvement have also been used by others, such as Goodall and 
Montgomery (2014), who draw from a wide range of literature to outline 
parental involvement, ranging from their ideal, of incorporating parent-
devised and parent-led discussions and activities related to children’s 
learning, to parents interacting at the whole-school level. They highlight 
the importance of focusing on parental engagement with student learning 
rather than on their involvement with school.

The issue of diversity of terms relating to parental involvement, 
engagement, and partnership in children’s learning highlighted in the 
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literature indicates the importance of shared discussion and understanding 
of terms within school, professional development, and research contexts.

A model of parental involvement
One of the most commonly used models to describe partnerships between 
families and schools is Epstein’s overlapping “spheres of influence” 
(1995, 2001, 2011). The model is learner-centred, consistent with our 
national curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007). In addition, the 
model’s three overlapping spheres of “family”, “community”, and 
“school”, the contexts that students exist within and are influenced by, 
are relevant for New Zealand children.

In Epstein’s (2001) model, involvement between families and schools 
is described within six areas: parenting, communicating, volunteering, 
learning at home, decision making, and community collaboration. Our use 
of the term parental involvement in this article draws from three of these 
areas (communicating, learning at home, and decision making); those 
most prevalent in the literature in relation to the engagement of parents 
in the school curriculum. Epstein (2011) describes communicating as 
information about the learner and what is happening in the school moving 
in both directions between home and school; two-way communication 
being particularly important for meaningful, effective partnerships. 
Learning at home is described as teachers and schools assisting parents to 
help their children with schoolwork and other school curriculum related 
activities at home. The decision making descriptor is used to encompass 
ways in which parents have representation and input into school and 
school curriculum decisions.

In relation to communicating, both New Zealand policy and research 
reports emphasise that relationships between teachers and parents must 
be respectful and non-judgmental (e.g., Biddulph et al., 2003; Bull et 
al., 2008; Education Review Office, 2008). Two-way communication 
(rather than solely teacher to parent communication) assists students’ 
learning (Bull et al., 2008), and ways of communicating with parents 
must suit the community (Education Review Office, 2008). Consistent 
with the learning at home category, policy and research literature suggest 
that effective parental involvement in children’s learning happens in the 
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home (e.g., Bull et al., 2008; Fan & Chen, 2001; McNaughton, 2016; 
Ministry of Education, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). Home activities can include parents 
and children playing mathematics games, shopping, cooking and doing 
other mathematics-related activities together, reading together, and 
parents supporting children’s homework (e.g., Epstein 2001; Ministry of 
Education, n.d.-c; Van Voorhis, 2003, 2011). Teachers helping parents 
understand school curriculum changes, such as changes in mathematics 
learning approaches (e.g., Ministry of Education, 2008a), is important for 
enabling home-based mathematics learning support for children (Fisher & 
Neill, 2007, 2008). While a range of research and policy support material 
is available in relation to communicating and learning at home, we have 
found little relating to parental involvement in school curriculum-based 
decision making in mathematics, indicating exploration of this area 
would be helpful for informing development of greater understanding of 
the nature of parental involvement and input in support of learning.

While Epstein’s model describes areas of involvement between parents 
and schools, we also need to consider what may lead to parents’ decisions 
regarding whether or not to be involved in their children’s learning. 
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) describe three factors that can 
influence such decisions: parents’ construction of their role as parent, 
their sense of efficacy, and the opportunities offered by the school and 
the child for parents to be involved. Consideration of these factors can 
aid understanding of the supports for and barriers to parental involvement 
in school curricula and inform teacher practice. For example, schools 
need to help ensure that parents believe that being involved and engaged 
in their child’s education is part of their role as a parent so that they 
will be more likely to seek and take up such opportunities. Similarly, 
schools may need to encourage parents to realise that their involvement 
with their child’s learning will be useful, such as through managing 
regular, engaging opportunities for parents’ involvement which parents 
can find productive and enjoyable, so that they will make the most of 
opportunities to do so. However, further to these factors at the level of the 
individual parent, practical considerations, such as whether parents can 
take time out of work and their other commitments to attend meetings, are 
important considerations in determining engagement timing and location. 
Considered alongside Epstein’s (2001) areas of communicating, learning 
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at home, and decision making, schools’ attention to Hoover-Dempsey 
and Sandler’s (1997) factors is likely to positively affect the quantity and 
quality of communication between parents, teachers, and schools, and 
parents’ input into children’s learning at home. All are also likely to affect 
the extent to which parents feel it is within their role to be involved in 
curriculum-related decision making, and whether they are likely to feel 
invited, capable, and empowered to do so. 

Policy perspectives
We use the word policy to encompass documents and resources provided 
by the government bodies responsible for overseeing education to 
guide school and teacher practice. Both international and New Zealand 
education policy strongly encourage parental involvement in their 
children’s education. For example, involving parents in education is one 
of six key areas in the No Child Left Behind policy of the United States 
(Pomerantz, Moorman, & Litwack, 2007), and in England, giving parents 
a voice and encouraging parental partnerships with schools are highlighted 
as essential (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003). As in the theoretical and 
research literature, many terms are used in policy documents in relation 
to parental involvement, with terms used in a variety of ways. 

New Zealand schools are required to report to parents on students’ 
academic progress (Ministry of Education, 2013b, 2015b), but such 
reporting has traditionally often been predominantly one way (i.e., from 
schools to parents), and generally occurs after the teaching of curriculum 
content being reported on has been completed. In addition, many New 
Zealand policy documents highlight expectations of parental involvement 
in learning. Policy implies that parents have a responsibility to be involved 
in their children’s education to enhance learning and motivation to learn, 
and schools have a responsibility to enable this, as shown by the strong 
wording used:

Educational success requires a child’s community to be actively involved. 
Responsibility must be shared across these communities and by early 
childhood educators, schools and teachers, families and whánau. (Ministry 
of Education, 2014b, p. 13) 
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Effective partnerships between parents and education professionals will 
improve the well-being, behaviour and achievement of children right into 
adulthood. (Ministry of Education, 2014b, p. 21)

Policy statements show that two-way agentic parent–school communi
cation is desirable and expected. The community engagement principle 
of the New Zealand curriculum states that curriculum “connects with 
[children’s] wider lives, and engages the support of their families, whánau, 
and communities” (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 9). Schools are 
expected to “provide clear statements of learning expectations … stated 
in ways that help teachers, students, and parents to recognise, measure, 
discuss, and chart progress” (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 39). Parents 
“should feel able to contribute information based on their knowledge of 
their child” in reciprocal exchanges of information “aimed at improving 
student learning” (Ministry of Education, 2011b, p. 28). Clarification 
regarding the use of the term engagement is offered only indirectly in the 
curriculum and other policy through the use of words such as partnership, 
actively involved, and shared.

Strongly worded statements are also seen in policy relating to Máori 
learners (e.g., Ministry of Education, 2008b), reflecting the philosophy that 
“learning is more effective when whánau are valued partners in the education 
process and when educators and whánau are open to learning from and with 
one another” (p. 29). Partnership between teachers, schools, and parents is 
implicit in the concepts of ako, wánanga, whanaungatanga, manaakitanga, 
and tangata whenuatanga, expressed as “cultural competencies” put 
forward for teachers of Máori students (Ministry of Education, 2011a). 
The examples of whánau voice used to demonstrate how the cultural 
competencies play out in practice are consistent with Epstein’s (2001) areas 
of communicating (e.g., “our perspectives and our values are respected”, 
p. 11; “we talk with teachers regularly about our children’s learning”, p. 
15), learning at home (e.g., “they do a good job of linking what they teach 
to things our kids can relate to”, p. 13; “we know what our children are 
learning at school and can support them at home”, p. 15), and decision 
making (e.g., “we determine the type of information we want to receive 
about our children’s learning and also how that information is provided … 
we can make decisions about the learning programme”, p. 15).
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The importance of parental involvement in learning is also highlighted in 
the Pasifika Education Plan (Ministry of Education, 2013a), in particular 
through the key values of family, belonging, and reciprocal relationships, 
the emphasis on intergenerational interaction, and by “Pasifika learners, 
parents, families and communities” being placed together at the centre of 
the plan’s schematic diagram (p. 3). The central place of family in policy 
related to Pasifika learners is also shown in statements such as in how 
implementation of the plan will achieve Pasifika student success:

Data and information will be used to increase the knowledge and voice of 
Pasifika learners, parents, families and communities, so they can demand 
better outcomes and influence the education system from within. (p. 3)

These policy statements set an agenda of expectation that Máori and 
Pasifika parents and schools will foster increased parental involvement, 
in support of student learning, and for changes in the nature of school–
parent relationships and engagement. 

Looking at policy in relation to mathematics, the importance of 
mathematics being learnt and understood in relation to real-life contexts 
is emphasised both in the curriculum descriptor of the learning area (e.g., 
“investigating, interpreting, explaining, and making sense of the world in 
which they live”, Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 26) and the prefacing 
phrase to the achievement objectives:

In a range of meaningful contexts, students will be engaged in thinking 
mathematically and statistically. They will solve problems and model 
situations …” (Ministry of Education, 2007, fold out pages) 

Through such wording the curriculum emphasises that life outside of 
school is rich in realistic mathematics learning experiences, and so is 
ideal for developing mathematical thinking and the understanding that 
mathematical ideas are important in everyday life, indicating that parents 
have much to offer in assisting with their children’s mathematics learning.

Returning to Epstein’s (2001) areas, communicating is strongly emphasised 
in New Zealand’s education policy, and parental involvement in decision 
making is either stated or implied in a range of policy documents. There 
is little specific policy content in relation to learning at home, perhaps 
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because this aspect may be more closely related to schools’ curriculum 
implementation, the responsibility for which is devolved to individual 
teachers through school policies. 

To be effectively implemented and accepted by all stakeholders, policies 
must not only align well with society’s values and, for culturally specific 
policies such as described above, with the values of respective groups, but 
they should also be consistent with research and informal school-based 
evidence and beliefs. The guidance, supports, and resources needed to 
implement policies must be available. Strategies for implementing these 
policies drawn from examples of exemplary practice in New Zealand 
schools include whole-school developments; parents and teachers working 
towards common goals and contexts in which participants understand 
their rights and obligations; and teachers seeing themselves as part of 
the wider community (e.g., Education Review Office, 2015a, 2015b). 
However, although policies and resources (including mathematics-specific 
resources and home–school numeracy partnerships), have been promoted 
and available for some time, few schools have managed to maintain strong 
sustained school–parent mathematics curriculum partnerships to date 
(Eyers & Young-Loveridge, 2005; Fisher & Neill, 2007, 2008; Hornby & 
Lafaele, 2011). Widespread problems with policy implementation suggest 
that the policy is difficult to implement, that further resources are needed, 
or that schools or parents have not yet prioritised implementation. 

Mathematics education
The crucial role of teachers in establishing parental involvement in 
childrens’ mathematics education is strongly stated in Anthony and 
Walshaw’s (2007) extended literature review: 

As the principal agents of mathematics education, teachers have 
an obligation to work with parents and community to develop an 
understanding of the relevance for future, informed citizenship of 
mathematics at school and in the home. (p. 160) 

Many resources designed for parents and teachers for facilitating parental 
involvement in their children’s mathematics learning are available, 
particularly for year levels 1–8 (e.g., Ministry of Education, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). 

Enhancing parental involvement in student learning



120 	 Curriculum Matters 12: 2016

However, the ways and extent to which such information and resources 
are being used and their effectiveness for developing partnership and for 
enhancing students’ learning have not yet been closely examined.

There is a long history of attempts to involve parents in mathematics 
learning in New Zealand and internationally, but documentation of these 
efforts is limited (Muir, 2012). Exceptions include the Family Maths 
project1 (e.g., Stenmark, Cossey, & Thompson, 1986), used since the 1980s 
across many countries, and a home–school numeracy partnership project 
(Ministry of Education, n.d.-b), initially carried out in 40 schools across 
two consecutive years. To help build partnership between school and 
community, the project involved a lead parent and lead teacher working 
together to facilitate workshops for parents on school mathematics. Schools 
in the project reported that they re-evaluated how they interacted with 
their communities, but two-way school–community communication was 
generally not achieved, with barriers identified by participants including 
that not all teachers in each school were involved and each school received 
funding for only one year (Fisher & Neill, 2007, 2008). Considering the 
home–school numeracy project in light of Epstein’s (2001) areas of parental 
involvement, communicating was supported by partnering lead teachers 
and lead parents and through the shared workshops, but was limited 
by not all being or feeling involved. Learning at home was nurtured by 
parents knowing more about the school mathematics curriculum. Decision 
making was generally led by the lead teacher and lead parent, potentially 
diminishing the involvement of school leadership and other teachers and 
parents, and a shared sense of ownership of the development. 

Focusing on developing academically focused home–school partnerships 
with a small group of students and their parents can also be successful, as 
shown in a recent New Zealand-based intervention study (McNaughton, 
2016). Involvement strategies were co-constructed with each family 
specifically to meet the individual student and family needs, aligning well 
with all the three of Epstein’s (2001) areas of communicating, learning 
at home, and decision making. Scaling up such an intervention would 
require consideration of ways in which a larger number of, or all, students 
and their parents could be involved in such targeted discussions, and how 
the identified needs could then be met. 
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Supports for parental involvement in learning
Programmes that are most likely to be successful in securing parental 
involvement in support of the school curriculum incorporate a range of 
factors; these factors include having group as well as individual contact; 
building on rather than undermining family practices, including specific 
rather than general suggestions; and ensuring that families are “treated 
with dignity and respect” (Biddulph et al., 2003, p. vi). Factors that 
can support effective parental involvement and partnerships between 
schools and families include schools having leadership that prioritises 
partnership development, a culture that supports teachers’ involvement of 
parents, and parents and schools having shared goals for the partnership 
(Education Review Office, 2008, 2015a; LaRocque, Kleiman, & Darling, 
2011; Mutch & Collins, 2012). 

Strong commitment by school leaders to integrate parental involvement 
within the culture and structure of the school, rather than as an add-on to 
busy school activities, is crucial to forming effective partnerships between 
schools and parents (Crozier & Davies, 2007; Fisher & Neill, 2007, 
2008; Harris & Goodall, 2008; Robinson et al., 2009). Such leadership 
and integration, through parent and student workshops and interactive 
homework (in which parents had specific roles), was found to improve 
mathematics achievement in the Ocean Mathematics Project in the 
United Kingdom (Bernie & Lall, 2008). Parents knowing specific ways 
that they can be involved in the school and in their children’s learning 
(e.g., interactive homework, teacher requests for parents’ knowledge on 
classroom topics) have also been found to promote successful partnerships 
(e.g., Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Parkinson, Doyle, Cowie, 
Otrel-Cass, & Glynn, 2011; Rodriguez, Collins-Parks, & Garza, 2013). 

Tátaiako (Ministry of Education, 2011a) is useful for supporting schools’ 
efforts to enhance parental involvement in school curricula through 
providing ideas about how whánau can be involved in their children’s 
learning. For example, schools can use the examples of whánau and learner 
voice from each teacher competency (e.g., “I have good discussions with 
the teachers about my child’s learning”, p. 7; “The school/ECE service 
respects and embraces Máori language and culture”, p. 11) as a check 
on their practice. Similarly, the Pasifika Education Plan (Ministry of 
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Education, 2013a) describes Pasifika values (reciprocal relationships, 
service, family, belonging, service, leadership, spirituality, love, and 
inclusion) important for teachers and schools to understand and consider 
in light of both critiquing their teaching programmes and working to 
enhance parental involvement in school curricula.

Epstein’s (2001) categories of communication, learning at home, and 
decision making are inherent in situations in which parents and schools 
have shared goals and do shared work towards these, enabled by school 
leadership that prioritises home–school links. However, enacting good 
intentions in ways that support parental involvement and genuinely place 
parents and schools in partnerships to support learning has not proved to 
be easy.

Barriers to parental involvement
Many barriers can hinder or prevent teachers’ and schools’ attempts to 
involve parents and whánau in their children’s learning or diminish its 
effectiveness. Barriers discussed here relate to inconsistencies and lack 
of specific direction in policy and the curriculum (Ministry of Education, 
2007), teacher preparedness, language and cultural barriers, and parents’ 
views of education. All have the potential to hinder establishing and 
maintaining effective communication and shared decision making 
between teachers and parents, and limit learning at home.

Barriers to the development of effective partnerships between teachers 
and schools and parents and families include “[i]nconsistency within 
different sections of education legislation and differences between 
government policy and action” (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011, p. 48). For 
example, policies that set up competition between schools may result in 
school energies being directed away from engaging parents and families 
with their children’s learning. Differences between policies and action 
is found when considering the consistent messages in New Zealand 
educational policy regarding parental involvement in children’s learning 
(e.g., Ministry of Education, 2011a), but a lack of clear guidelines for 
schools for establishing and maximising the effectiveness of parental 
involvement. Teachers are thus expected to shoulder the responsibility 
of involving parents while initial teacher education and professional 
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development in this area may be limited (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). In 
addition, teachers’ mind-sets about their role, tensions between school 
and parental agency for teaching and engagement, and varied perceptions 
about suitable locations for parental engagement have been identified as 
further barriers to increasing parental engagement in students’ learning 
(Goodall & Montgomery, 2014).

Even when professional development is in place, developing such 
involvement is challenging. For example, barriers to nurturing parental 
and whánau involvement in school decision making, including difficulties 
in establishing relational trust, mechanisms for strengthening community 
engagement, and shared responsibility for student learning, were found 
in the evaluation of the He Kakano professional development project 
(University of Waikato & Te Whare Wánanga o Awanuiárangi, 2010; 
Hynds et al., 2013). School leaders identified difficulty in understanding 
policy statements (such as “achievement as Máori”) as a barrier to 
enhancing their responsiveness to learners and their whánau (e.g., Averill 
et al., 2014; Hindle, Hynds, Averill, Meyer, & Faircloth, 2016). Leaders 
also identified needing greater understanding of how to develop co-
constructive approaches for learning and communication and stronger 
personal understanding of te reo me tikanga Máori to help them implement 
policy and nurture home–school partnerships with Máori parents and 
students (Averill, Hynds, Hindle, & Meyer, 2015), sentiments borne out 
by data from classroom observations and interviews with students and 
whánau (e.g., Hynds, Averill, Hindle, & Meyer, 2016).

Language differences between parents and schools have also been found 
to pose a barrier to involving families in students’ learning and the school 
community. For example, when the main language or languages used by 
parents are different to the languages used in school, interaction between 
the school and parents can be difficult (Crozier & Davies, 2007; Fisher 
& Neill, 2007; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005). Parents whose first language 
is not used at the school may have difficulty communicating with the 
school, a disadvantage potentially compounded if they attended a school 
different in structure, process, or curriculum from that of their child. 

Teachers’ perceptions of parents also have the potential to hinder strong 
parental involvement in learning, with some teachers expecting parents 
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to hold much the same ideas, beliefs, and priorities as they themselves do 
(Reay, 1998). Comments from interviews in Crozier and Davies’ (2007) 
United Kingdom study involving Bangladeshi and Pakistani parents and 
students shows further considerations in relation to teacher perceptions. 
Parents reported seeing their role as providing a supportive home 
environment rather than having any direct involvement with learning and 
they did not think their children’s school expected much of them. Parents 
stated that schools had not made their expectations of parents explicit. In 
addition, the student interviews showed that students often did not want 
their parents involved in their learning.

Barriers further to those already identified in relation to education in 
general have been found to affect parental involvement in their child’s 
mathematics learning. Particularly as the content becomes more 
advanced, some parents report feeling unable to help their children 
with mathematics because they themselves are not confident in their 
mathematical knowledge (Bryan, Burstein, & Bryan, 2001; Sheldon & 
Epstein, 2005) or of how it is being taught (Civil, 2006; Gal & Stoudt, 
1995; McNaughton, 2016). Another tension is experienced from changes 
in the mathematics curriculum over time. Parents have been found to 
prefer the methods taught to them while their children prefer the ones they 
are taught (Muir, 2012), making parental help for mathematics learning 
problematic. In addition, parents who have had negative experiences with 
mathematics in their own schooling can be reluctant to engage with this 
subject in their children’s education (Fisher & Neill, 2007, 2008; Muir, 
2012; Rodriguez et al., 2013). In addition, there may be further barriers to 
parental involvement which are yet to be explored, such as whether any 
cultural understandings teachers may need for engaging with families and 
whánau regarding children’s mathematics learning are in place.

Conclusion
In summary, policy, research evidence, and theoretical models are 
united in calling for schools to nurture strong parental involvement in 
their children’s learning. Such calls are echoed in the mathematics 
curriculum and literature. Claimed benefits of such involvement include 
increased student motivation and achievement and strengthened parental 
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involvement with school. Policies relating to the teaching and learning of 
Máori and Pasifika students in particular appear to be strongly consistent 
with the ideas in Epstein’s (2001) areas of parental involvement—two-
way home–school communication, supporting learning at home through 
engaging in curriculum-related activities, and incorporating parental 
input into curriculum decision making.

Barriers to strong parental involvement in learning are many, including 
variation in terminology; inconsistencies across, and confusion regarding, 
policy; diverse perspectives of the purpose and nature of parental 
involvement; language and cultural differences between schools, parents, 
and students; lack of professional development; and varied parental 
confidence with curriculum content and pedagogies. However, many 
factors are known to support strong parental involvement, such as school 
leadership which prioritises welcoming parental input into learning, 
shared goal setting, respectful relationships, and using processes that fit 
well with family practices.

Policy intentions in relation to parental involvement in their children’s 
learning are yet to be fully realised in many schools in New Zealand. 
Guidelines for nurturing teacher–parent links in relation to the school 
curriculum, and time and funding for implementation, are needed. We 
identified few projects that specifically targeted raising the achievement 
of priority learners through developing parental involvement and 
whanaungatanga in relation to mathematics. Given the unique demographic 
and cultural perspectives in New Zealand school communities and 
ongoing inequity of access to mathematics achievement, we believe 
further investigation into parental involvement and the effects of such 
involvement on achievement, affect, and well-being within New Zealand 
English-medium contexts is vital. We need to understand more about 
how parents, whánau, and families can be constructively included in 
supporting their children’s learning within school mathematics curricula 
in New Zealand to maximise children’s learning opportunities and for 
policy to be implemented. Further consideration of the literature focused 
on culturally responsive and culturally sustaining practice is important for 
informing such work.
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This article adds to the literature in three main ways. It summarises 
key considerations for the establishment and maintenance of efforts to 
maximise parental engagement in school-based curriculum decisions, 
in particular in relation to mathematics learning. It presents results from 
policy and literature in light of a widely used model of parental engagement 
(Epstein, 1995, 2001, 2011) and, through doing so, sheds light on supports 
and barriers to school curriculum-related parental involvement practices. 
Thirdly, we have discussed some ways in which to implement policies 
that focus on maximising the engagement in learning and achievement of 
learners who are currently underserved. The findings show that establishing 
strong parental involvement in children’s learning is not straightforward, 
particularly in relation to the mathematics curriculum. Deliberate, concerted, 
and sustained efforts are required to develop and maintain effective parental 
involvement in New Zealand children’s learning and to achieve greater 
consistency in associated student opportunities within and across schools. 
This article provides key considerations towards these goals. 

Note
1	  For example, http://www.familymaths.org.nz/
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