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Anne-Mari Kuusimäki 
 
The views of Finnish parents and teachers on digital communication 
in the home-school partnership  

 
Abstract 
The home-school partnership has actively evolved in recent decades, with 
modern technology providing efficient digital platforms to facilitate parent-
teacher communication. However, little is known about how digital 
communication serves the partnership, the delivery of feedback and the 
passing on of clear information. Accordingly, the fact that teachers have 
the responsibility to be active in digital communication affects their time 
management and well-being as the overall workload increases. Joyce 
Epstein’s theory of “Overlapping Spheres of Influence” is adopted as a 
framework in this study. The main concept underpinning the theory is the 
advantage to be gained from frequent interaction between parents and 
teachers in support of the learning and academic well-being of pupils. One 
of the core elements is communication that enables respectful and effective 
partnership. This dissertation examines how Finnish parents and teachers 
in both urban and rural areas view the content of digital communication, 
and how it serves the home-school partnership. The effects of digital 
communication are also considered with respect to the well-being of 
teachers.  
The dissertation comprises three empirical sub-studies based on data 
collected from parents and teachers. Study I focused on the application of 
a new 14-item Digital Communication Scale (DCS) to elicit the views of 
parents and teachers on how digital communication serves partnership, 
feedback and the clarity of messaging. According to the results, the DCS is 
suitable for analysis, showing a clear three-factor structure. Overall, parents 
(N=1,123) and teachers (N=118) were satisfied with digital communication 
in so far as it supported the parent-teacher partnership and facilitated the 
exchanging of information on pupil development and everyday issues. 
However, the parents believed that they received less encouraging feedback 
about their children than their teachers claimed they gave. Conversely, the 
teachers experienced communication as more unclear than the parents did. 



 

Rural parents and teachers were more positive than their urban peers in 
terms of how digital communication fostered their collaboration. 
Study II investigated the views and expectations of parents (N=400) and 
teachers (N=80) on the content of digital communication, and how they 
thought feedback on pupils should be expressed. The research and practical 
implications of these results for teacher well-being were reflected upon. In 
the opinion of parents and teachers, it is important to deliver information 
about study-related matters and behavioural issues digitally to support the 
learning of pupils. Nevertheless, teachers should think carefully about the 
digital feedback they deliver, because parents do not wish to be told about 
minor or infrequent misbehaviour in their children. If a child exhibits 
frequent behavioural problems or is facing sensitive issues, both parents 
and teachers prefer to communicate by phone or face-to-face. The findings 
confirmed that parents and teachers wanted more encouraging feedback on 
pupils. In sum, respectful DC includes elements of (1) clarity and 
readability, (2) informativity, frequency and effectivity and (3) quality. 
Study III examined the predictors of parental (N=1117) contentment with 
the amount of encouraging digital feedback. The pupil’s grade level, 
parental attitudes to digital communication, as well as parental educational 
level and gender were included as independent variables. According to the 
results, first, the pupil´s grade level predicted the strongest parental 
contentment with encouraging feedback. Second, the parents of pupils in 
lower-secondary school were more content with the amount of encouraging 
digital feedback than their peers with children in primary school. 
Furthermore, a neutral or a positive parental attitude to digital 
communication predicted higher levels of contentment with the amount of 
encouraging feedback than experienced by parents with a negative attitude. 
Third, highly educated parents were less content with the amount of 
encouraging digital feedback than their less-highly educated counterparts. 

 
Keywords: Home-school partnership, digital communication, digital 
feedback, Finnish schools 
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Suomalaisten vanhempien ja opettajien näkemyksiä digitaalisen 
viestinnän toimivuudesta kasvatuskumppanuuden välineenä 

 
Tiivistelmä 
 
Kodin ja koulun välinen kasvatuskumppanuus ja viestintä on viimeisten 
vuosikymmenten aikana muuttunut aktiivisemmaksi. Nykytekniikka on 
mahdollistanut digitaalisten alustojen tehokkaan hyödyntämisen 
vanhempien ja opettajien välisessä yhteydenpidossa. Kodin ja koulun 
välistä kasvatuskumppanuutta on tutkittu paljon, mutta digitaalisen 
viestinnän toimivuudesta kumppanuuden vahvistajana tiedetään 
vähemmän.  Tutkittua tietoa tarvitaan myös siitä, miten vanhemmat ja 
opettajat kokevat digitaalisen viestinnän toimivan palautteenannon 
välineenä sekä kahdensuuntaisena informaatiokanavana. Opettajilla on 
päävastuu aktiivisesta viestinnästä, ja se vaikuttaa opettajan ajankäyttöön 
sekä hyvinvointiin. Tutkittua tietoa tarvitaan, jotta digitaalista viestintää 
voidaan kehittää palvelemaan paremmin opettajan työn arkea. Tämän 
tutkimuksen teoreettisena viitekehyksenä on Joyce Epsteinin 
kasvatuskumppanuuden malli, jonka mukaan vanhempien ja opettajien 
aktiivinen vuorovaikutus vahvistaa oppilaiden oppimista ja hyvinvointia. 
Keskeisessä roolissa on kahdensuuntainen viestintä ja kommunikointi, joka 
mahdollistaa arvostavan kasvatuskumppanuuden. Tässä 
väitöstutkimuksessa tarkastellaan, miten suomalaiset vanhemmat ja 
opettajat sekä kaupunki- että maaseutualueella suhtautuvat digitaalisen 
viestinnän toimivuuteen kasvatuskumppanuuden välineenä. Digitaalista 
viestintää tarkastellaan myös opettajien työn ja hyvinvoinnin teemojen 
kautta. 
Väitöskirja pohjautuu tutkimukseen, jonka tulokset esitellään kolmessa 
artikkelissa. Tulokset perustuvat vanhempien (N = 1123) ja opettajien (N = 
118) kyselylomakeaineistoon, joka sisälsi sekä luokka-asteisia että avoimia 
kysymyksiä. Aineisto kerättiin kevätlukukauden 2016 lopussa 
pääkaupunkiseudulla ja Keski-Suomessa. Tutkimuksen ensimmäisessä 
osassa selvitettiin, miten tutkimusta varten kehitetty kyselylomake (Digital 
Communication Scale, DCS) soveltui selvittämään vanhempien ja 
opettajien mielipiteitä digitaalisen viestinnän toimivuudesta. DCS- 
kyselylomake todettiin luotettavaksi ja analyysit osoittivat digitaalisen 
viestinnän toimivan hyvin kasvatuskumppanuuden vahvistajana niin 



 

vanhempien kuin opettajien mielestä. Varsinkin oppilaiden kehitykseen, 
oppimiseen ja koulunkäyntiin liittyvissä informatiivisissa asioissa 
digitaalinen viestintä toimi hyvin.  Vanhemmat kokivat kuitenkin saavansa 
vähemmän kannustavaa palautetta lapsistaan kuin opettajat vastasivat 
antavansa. Vastaavasti opettajat kokivat vanhempia enemmän epäselvää 
viestintää. Maaseutualueella asuvat vanhemmat olivat tyytyväisempiä 
digitaaliseen viestintään niin kasvatuskumppanuuden kuin kannustavan 
palautteensaamisenkin suhteen. Opettajat kokivat maaseutualueella 
vähemmän ristiriitoja ja epäselvää viestintää vanhempien kanssa. 
Tutkimuksen toisessa osassa analysoitiin vanhempien (N = 400) ja 
opettajien (N = 80) kyselylomakkeen avovastaukset. Tutkimuksessa 
selvitettiin vanhempien ja opettajien näkemyksiä sekä toiveita digitaalisen 
viestinnän sisällöstä sekä palautteesta, jota oppilaalle digitaalisesti 
annetaan. Tuloksia pohdittiin opettajan työarjen ja hyvinvoinnin 
näkökulmasta. Digitaalisen viestinnän kautta haluttiin välittää sekä saada 
tietoa oppilaan opiskeluun ja käyttäytymiseen liittyvistä asioista, jotta 
oppilasta pystyttiin yhdessä tukemaan. Opettajien tulisi kuitenkin harkita, 
millaisia asioita digitaalisesti vanhemmille viestitään, koska vanhemmat 
kokivat vähäpätöisempien käyttäytymiseen liittyvien asioiden 
informoinnin turhana. Vanhemmat ja opettajat toivoivat viestintää 
puhelimitse tai tapaamista kasvokkain, mikäli oppilaalla oli suurempia 
pulmia käyttäytymisessään tai jos käsiteltävänä oli herkkäluontoisia 
asioita. Tulokset vahvistivat, että vanhemmat toivovat lisää kannustavaa 
palautetta lapsistaan. Yhteenvetona voidaan todeta, että laadukas kodin ja 
koulun välinen digitaalinen viestintä on (1) selkeää ja luettavaa, (2) 
informatiivista, säännöllistä ja tehokasta sekä (3) monipuolista laadultaan. 
Tutkimuksen kolmannessa osassa haluttiin selvittää tarkemmin niitä 
tekijöitä, jotka ennustavat vanhempien (N = 1117) tyytyväisyyttä 
kannustavan palautteen määrään. Kaikkein tyytyväisimpiä kannustavan 
palautteen määrään olivat yläkoululaisten oppilaiden vanhemmat, kun 
heitä verrattiin alakoululaisten vanhempiin. Tulosten mukaan seuraavaksi 
vaikuttavin tekijä tyytyväisyyteen oli vanhempien neutraali tai myönteinen 
suhtautuminen digitaaliseen viestintään ja sen sisältöön opettajalta. 
Vanhemmat, joilla oli negatiivinen suhtautuminen viestinnän sisältöön, 
vastasivat olevansa tyytymättömämpiä kannustavan palautteen määrään. 
Kolmanneksi vaikuttavin tekijä oli vanhempien koulutustaso. Pidemmälle 
koulutetut vanhemmat suhtautuivat kriittisemmin kannustavan palautteen 
määrään kuin vähemmän koulutetut vanhemmat. 
 

 
Avainsanat: Kodin ja koulun kasvatuskumppanuus, digitaalinen viestintä, 
digitaalinen palaute, suomalainen koulu 
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Foreword 
 

 
"Wilma is a pupil’s criminal record" 

" Wilma communication ruins the partnership between home and 

school" 

 

Media headlines such as these raised my interest in digital communication 

between parents and teachers. By 2016, I had been working as a teacher at 

elementary school for 20 years, and digital communication had become the 

main tool for communicating with parents. The Wilma digital platform has 

been used in Finland for 20 years, replacing notebooks, printed letters and 

emails that previously contained all possible information related to the 

classroom or to pupils´ studies. The majority of Finnish municipalities use 

Wilma as an information and communication channel for parents and 

teachers. Teachers receive just a few common guidelines on what 

information to share with parents, and how often. Accordingly, there is a 

lack of common pedagogical discussion about how to give feedback and 

enhance learning through the digital platform. Topics such as those in the 

above headlines convey a negative image of the most important channel for 

home-school collaboration. There is thus a need for research to develop 

digital communication as part of the home-school partnership. 

The educational partnership between home and school has intensified 

over the decades and has become more active. Schools have opened their 

doors to parents for many reasons. It is reported in several studies on 

strengthening parent-teacher partnerships that open and engaging 

collaboration provides a strong foundation on which to develop children’s 

learning (Freytag, 2001; Epstein et al., 2009; Chu, 2017). A well-

functioning educational partnership also supports the development among 



 

 

pupils of a good attitude to their studies and commitment to their school 

(Epstein, 1995; Böök, & Perälä- Littunen, 2019). It has also been found to 

strengthen well-being among pupils and adults in the school community 

(Epstein, 1995). Joyce Epstein’s theory, on which this study is based, 

emphasizes the school’s activity in developing diverse forms of 

collaboration with parents. At the heart of the collaboration is 

communication that enables versatile educational partnership. Mutually 

appreciative, clear, and informative communication between parents and 

teachers builds the partnership that pupils need as they practice their life 

skills. 

What skills do we value in life and what should pupils be taught? In 

addition to subject-related informative content, the National core 

curriculum highlights interaction skills, collaboration skills, digital skills 

and learning skills (FNAE, 2016). Flexible mental skills, emotional 

resilience and the ability to develop one's own know-how according to the 

needs of working life are also prerequisites in a continuously changing 

world. Pupils need strong support to acquire these broad-based skills, 

which a teacher-parent partnership could provide. The latest PISA results 

reveal inequalities in the learning outcomes of pupils according to the 

socio-economic background of their parents, even in Finland (OECD, 

2018). The school is playing an increasingly important role as a facilitator 

of equal opportunities in society. However, the school cannot do it alone 

without its partners, in other words parents. If parents are less able to 

support their children in their studies, active and appreciative cooperation 

with school could build a common perception of the importance of learning 

to children and young people. Digital communication offers the potential 

for such appreciative and active two-way communication. Parents and 

teachers can effectively communicate on issues related to the learning and 

well-being of pupils, leading to early involvement in problems. Digital 



 

communication also enables the teacher to provide encouraging feedback, 

thereby strengthening through parents the circle of good energy that 

underpins all learning. 

This study explores the views of parents and teachers on how digital 

communication serves the educational partnership in terms of trust, co- 

operation and feedback. The findings reveal the extent to which parents and 

teachers experience misunderstandings and unclear digital communication. 

The results contribute practical information and theoretical implications to 

the development of digital communication. Numerous people stand to 

benefit: 546,000 pupils, with their parents and teachers, use digital 

communication daily (OSF, 2019). 
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1 Introduction 
 

There has been plentiful research in recent decades on efficient and 

respectful home-school partnerships (Epstein 1995; Korhonen & 

Lavonen,2014; Sormunen, Goranskaya, Kirilina & Tossavainen, 2018), 

communication between parents and teachers having been the focus in 

several studies (Freytag, 2001; Epstein et al., 2009; Chu, 2017). However, 

although most home-school collaboration and communication in Finland 

currently proceed digitally, there is a gap in the research on how it serves 

the home-school partnership.  

 Joyce Epstein (1995) established a home-school-partnership model that 

emphasises active interaction and communication between parents and 

educators concerning the learning and well-being of pupils. Epstein defines 

partnership as shared responsibility in taking care of pupils´ education and 

development. Communication is the core element in this theory in that it 

enables different areas of partnership at work (Bouffard, 2006.) Moreover, 

the Finnish National Core curriculum (FNAE, 2016) obligates teachers to 

encourage frequent communication with parents to support motivation and 

learning among pupils. Various digital platforms have therefore been 

developed to facilitate efficient two-way communication and information 

exchange between parents and teachers (Oinas, Vainikainen & Hotulainen, 

2017).) Most Finnish municipalities have a licence from a commercial 

provider to operate a single educational platform. Such platforms deliver 

the majority of everyday home-school information and feedback on pupils 

and school-related issues. The nature of this feedback has raised discussion 

on the national level, having been profiled as negative (Heimo, Rantanen 

& Kimppa, 2016; Oinas et al., 2017). 
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According to several studies, a well-functioning partnership between 

parents and teachers promotes a positive school climate, supports the work 

of teachers and strengthens the ability of parents to help their children in 

their studies (Epstein, 1995; Keith & Lichtman, 1994; Böök, & Perälä- 

Littunen, 2019). Nevertheless, the highest value of a proficient partnership 

is in supporting the well-being and academic achievements of pupils 

(Epstein et al., 2009; Korhonen & Lavonen, 2014; Sormunen et al., 2018). 

The home-school partnership plays an important role in activating diverse 

families to support their children (OECD, 2018; Böök, & Perälä- Littunen, 

2019). Homes and schools should actively collaborate to balance socio-

economic and educational inequity (Mendel, 2020). As digital 

communication has assumed a larger role in serving the home-school 

partnership in several countries worldwide, research-based information is 

needed to investigate the views of parents and teachers on good-quality 

communication, as well as on the content of information and feedback. 

The aim of this dissertation is therefore to find out what parents and 

teachers think about how digital communication serves the home-school 

partnership in Finland. Reference is made to theoretical literature in which 

research on the elements of good-quality partnership is reviewed and 

discussed in the context of digital communication. The meaning of digital 

pupil feedback as part of the partnership is also explored. The educational 

and cultural aspects are discussed in the Finnish context to provide 

background information on digital home-school communication. 

 Three empirical studies (Studies I, II and III) clarify parental (the 

concept of parent is used to describe all the child’s guardians) and teachers’ 

views on the content of digital communication. The data was gathered from 

1,123 parents and 118 teachers in two environments, urban and rural. Both 

quantitative and qualitative data were collected to ensure a multi-faceted 

understanding of the phenomenon at hand. More specifically, Study I 
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explored the psychometric qualities of the Digital Communication Scale 

(DCS), which was developed based on Epstein´s Theory of Overlapping 

Spheres of Influence. A further aim was to elucidate how parents and 

teachers from different areas in Finland viewed the role of digital 

communication in building and maintaining partnerships, receiving and 

giving feedback and delivering clear messages. This data was analysed 

quantitatively. The material used in Studies II and III is part of the data 

collected from the 1,123 parents and 118 teachers. The aim in Study II was 

to obtain more detailed information from the responses of 400 parents and 

80 teachers concerning their views on and expectations of the contents of 

digital communication, and how pupil feedback should be expressed. These 

open-ended answers were subjected to qualitative content analysis. The 

results shed light on the work of teachers, and more precisely on their well-

being. Study III further explored parental perceptions of their contentment 

with encouraging digital feedback given by teachers to their children. The 

responses of 1,117 parents were analysed quantitatively, comparing 

parental group differences depending on the pupil’s grade level, parental 

attitude to digital communication, as well as parental educational level and 

gender. 

The aim in this dissertation is to explore the views of Finnish parents 

and teachers on digital communication in the home-school partnership 

through the following research questions: 

1.How does digital communication serve the home-school partnership in 

Finland? (Study I)  

2. How do Finnish parents and teachers view the contents of digital 

communication? (Study II) 

3. How content are Finnish parents with the amount of encouraging    

digital feedback? (Study III) 
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2 THE HOME-SCHOOL PARTNERSHIP  
 
2.1 Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence  
 
The framework of this study builds on Joyce Epstein´s pioneering research 

in the field of home-school partnership. In 1995 she established The Center 

on School, Family, and Community Partnerships, which guides schools, 

educational leaders and community partners to develop research-based 

programmes for family and community involvement. Epstein emphasises 

the connection of research, policy and practice in building effective 

partnerships in schools (Epstein et al., 2009). The main idea in her “Theory 

of Overlapping Spheres of Influence” is that schools engage in many forms 

of high-quality interaction and communication with families and 

communities, thus pupils receive messages from various people about the 

importance of school and of studying. The aim of partnership is to improve 

the attendance, achievement and behaviour of pupils in school (Epstein et 

al., 2009). 

Epstein’s theory recognises three main contexts in which pupils learn 

and grow, namely the family, the school and the community. Her definition 

of partnership highlights the shared responsibility of these three co-

operators for pupils´ learning and development (Epstein et al., 2009). Also 

included in the definition is the idea that children and young people are 

active actors in their own development and success in school. The aim of 

all home-school partnership is to encourage and motivate pupils to enhance 

their own learning (Epstein et al., 2009). This definition is adopted in the 

current study, largely because places more emphasis on active and process-

oriented participation than is implied in the notion of parental co-operation. 

Both actors in the partnership understand collaboration as a common 
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process in which goals, activities and responsibilities are shared in 

communal decision-making. It is a partnership that is is built on trust and 

two-way communication (Epstein et al., 2009).  

Even though schools play an active role in planning, improving and 

evaluating high-quality partnership programmes, effective involvement 

requires multilevel leadership (Epstein et al., 2009). District educational 

leaders establish a culture of partnership by assisting schools to involve 

parents in supporting their children. This kind of multilevel partnership 

values equity, and the purpose is to invite families with varying cultural 

and socio-economic backgrounds to form partnerships (Epstein & Sheldon, 

2006).  

This theoretical framework specifies six types of home-school 

involvement: (1) parenting; (2) communicating; (3) volunteering; 

(4) learning at home; (5) decision-making; and (6) collaborating with the 

community (Epstein et al., 2009). Schools establish involvement to support 

parenting in terms of helping their children with their studies more 

effectively. This includes organising, among other things, parental 

education, workshops, family counselling on health and nutrition, home 

visits at transition points to different school levels, as well as 

neighbourhood meetings to foster mutual understanding of the home-

school partnership. Schools also organise parental volunteering, which 

involves helping in classrooms as well as providing information and 

support to teachers, pupils and other parents. Involvement related to 

learning at home entails giving parents information that will enable them 

to help their children with homework, curriculum-related activities and 

planning their studies. Schools activate decision-making in parents through 

parental organisations and committees. The aim is to develop parent leaders 

and representatives who will promote school reforms and improvements. 

Collaboration with the community is a more extensive level of home-school 
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involvement. Schools integrate resources and services from the community 

to strengthen school programmes, family practices and pupils’ learning. 

Community collaborators may provide schools and parents with 

information on matters such as community health, cultural and physical 

activities, social support and working life. This works both ways: schools, 

pupils and parents could serve the community by helping seniors or others 

in need (Epstein et. al, 2009). Communication is the core element in this 

theory, in that it is required for other forms of involvement to succeed 

(Bouffard, 2006). Communication in the home-school partnership is 

discussed in more detail in the following chapter. 

Epstein’ s theory has been criticised for over-emphasising the school´s 

perspective on partnership (Warren et al., 2009, Goodall, 2018.) As 

Goodall (2018) points out, teaching has changed from the mere 

transference of information to the application of learner-centred pedagogy, 

and schools still have not sufficiently developed such practices with 

parents. Criticism of current partnership programmes relates to the fact that 

the planners have little or no knowledge of what parents want or need. In 

many cases schools dictate the partnership levels and actions based on their 

own needs (Baquedano-Lopez, Alexander, and Hernandez 2013; Goodall 

and Vorhaus 2011). Given that parental socio-economic background is 

increasingly affecting the learning outcomes of pupils (OECD, 2018), and 

that parental engagement is one of the best means of narrowing that 

achievement gap, there is an urgent need to develop more democratic and 

active home-school partnerships (Epstein, et al., 2009; Mendel, 2020). 

Even if not all parents have the opportunity or resources to support their 

children in their studies, all families can be invited to join an educational 

partnership. A positive parental attitude towards school and learning 

already conveys an important message to their children (Epstein et al., 

2009). 
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2.2 Communication in the home-school partnership 
 

The role of schools and teachers as authorities in relations with parents has 

changed in recent decades such that they are more like equal partners 

(Sormunen, Goranskaya, Kirilina & Tossavainen, 2018). This mutual and 

active home-school partnership is based on two-way communication 

(Epstein et al., 2009), defined in this context as the activity or process of 

expressing ideas and feelings or giving people information (Oxford 

Dictionary, 2021). This notion of dialogical two-way communication 

allows parents and schools to express their ideas and feelings equally, and 

to give information about issues affecting the studies and well-being of 

pupils.  

As noted above, communicating is one of the core forms of home-school 

involvement in Epstein´s theory of Overlapping Spheres of Influence 

(Epstein, 1995). Epstein (2009) defines good communication as clear, 

readable, frequent, effective, informative and qualitative. These qualities 

constitute the foundation of the studies that comprise this thesis. As a result 

of such parent-teacher communication: pupils are aware of their own 

progress in their studies; parents understand the school´s policies 

concerning the guidance of pupils´ behaviour and learning; both parties 

are aware of their own role in partnerships and as communicators, as well 

as of how pupils progress in their learning; teachers are able to elicit and 

understand parents’ views of their children’ s learning and well-being; and 

issues are discussed through increasingly diverse communication channels 

depending on the issue (Epstein et al., 2009).  

 Epstein (2009) emphasises the role of two-way communication 

channels in connecting schools, families, pupils and the community in 

which they are living. Schools are responsible for designing effective forms 
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of two-way communication about the school curriculum, assessment 

policies, learning goals, learning methods and pupil support. Meetings with 

every parent should be organised at least once a year to discuss their 

children´s progress in learning and overall well-being. Parents should also 

be invited to communicate about school policies and reforms (Epstein et al, 

2009). Given that schools co-operate with families from diverse language 

backgrounds, care should be taken to provide equal access to home-school 

partnerships. Poor language skills may be an obstacle, resulting in unequal 

communication opportunities. Schools should ensure that all parents 

understand the information they receive (Carr, Heath, and Maghrabi, 

2015). Translators could assist in face-to-face meetings, and written 

messages should be translated into different languages (Epstein et al., 

2009).  

Schools have traditionally communicated with parents during parental 

evenings, in face-to-face meetings with pupils and parents, and by 

telephone. Printed information and other communication has been 

conveyed in letters, e-mails and text messages, and on school web pages. 

Whatever the channel, adequate knowledge and open discussion of the 

rules of communication facilitate open dialogue between parents and 

teachers (Juniu, 2009). Without common rules, conflicts may arise and 

damage the parent-teacher partnership (Palts & Kalmus, 2015). Many 

teachers find communication rather challenging, especially when it 

concerns difficulties that pupils may face in school. Children’s behaviour 

and issues affecting well-being such as unhappiness or problems making 

friends are all delicate issues (Juniu, 2009). Communication about the 

socio-emotional development of pupils should take the form of open and 

proactive dialogue between parents and teachers, the purpose being to 

promote mutual respect and a willingness to strive towards common goals. 

Respectful communication among adults about difficult issues has a 
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positive effect on pupils in terms of well-being and learning (Epstein et al., 

2009). 
 

2.3   Digital communication (DC) 
 

The increasing use of digital devices has made communication easier, and 

for many parents it is more convenient to discuss certain issues via 

technology than face-to-face (Thompson, Mazer & Grady, 2015). The 

development of digital platforms has enabled schools to activate two-way 

communication with parents, which has many advantages (Korhonen & 

Lavonen, 2014.) DC facilitates timely online information exchange 

between parents and teachers, making it easier to intervene at an early stage 

if pupils have learning and behavioural problems (Carr et al., 2015; Chu, 

2018). One of the biggest advantages of DC is that schools can inform the 

entire community concurrently, and they can store the written information 

(Ramirez, 2001; Palts and Kalmus, 2015). Accordingly, parents and 

teachers may choose the optimal time for communicating, which could be 

time-saving compared to face-to-face meetings. Other advantages are that 

DC reaches both parents simultaneously, even if they live separately. 

Access to digital platforms could also encourage all guardians to participate 

more actively in their children’s growth and learning (Palts and Kalmus, 

2015). 

However, DC also has its disadvantages. As in all forms of 

communication, emotions are present in digital communication between 

parents and teachers. As Mazza (2013) points out, human factors such as 

eye contact and tone of voice matter in building mutual respect, trust and 

partnership. Digital communication lacks these essential human elements, 

and misunderstandings may occur more easily than in face-to-face 

communication (Palts & Kalmus, 2015). However, current technology is 
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changing the situation such that meetings can be organised via applications 

with both audio and video connectivity. Digital communication that does 

not work may have a negative effect on the well-being of pupils, parents 

and teachers. It has also been found that the experience of not being trusted 

or of being criticised by parents may cause anxiety and feelings of 

inadequacy among teachers (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). Dannesboe 

(2019) further report in a recent study that parent-teacher communication 

may arouse feelings of anxiety and inadequacy among parents if their 

children are stigmatised as displaying ‘constant inappropriate behaviour’ 

(Dannesboe, Kryger, & Palludan, 2019). Both parties need to have good 

emotional control and writing skills to prevent unnecessary conflicts and to 

build a positive partnership, mutual respect and trust (Epstein, 2013). It is 

important to choose the right communication channel for various issues: 

teachers and parents may prefer to deal with difficult and emotionally 

delicate matters face-to-face (Juniu, 2009; Palts & Kalmus, 2015). 

Clearly, there are many things to be considered in digital home-school 

communication. It should be remembered that parental opportunities and 

competences with regard to the use of technology depend on age, 

education, income and cultural background (Carr et al., 2015). First, care 

should be taken to ensure that parents have the tools and skills to use digital 

platforms for communication. If the aim is to enhance partnership with all 

families there must be equal access to digital communication, otherwise 

digital devices could function as a barrier between parents and teachers. 

Epstein (2009) emphasises the school´s role in supporting parents on 

matters that concern their children´s studies. Finding the most appropriate 

way to communicate is a prerequisite in building appreciative relationships 

with cultural and linguistically diverse families. Multiple options in terms 

of communication could help to realise Epstein´s aim of frequent contacts 

between home and school (Epstein et al, 2009).  
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2.3.1. Feedback in digital communication 
 
Parents need frequent feedback from teachers about their children’s 

progress in order to support their learning. However, it is not just the 

quantity of feedback that matters, it is also the quality (Epstein et al., 2009). 

The aim of the following concise account is to shed light on the feedback 

given in digital home-school communication.  

The definition of feedback varies depending on the context. D. Royce 

Sadler introduced the concept into the educational research field in 1989. 

Productivity was also being emphasised in the educational context, 

highlighting the need for formative, constant information about progress in 

learning as well as for a summary of the outcomes at the end of the learning 

process (Sadler, 1989). According to Sadler, formative feedback provides 

information about external learning and learners’ self- reflection. Hattie 

and Timberley (2007) define feedback as providing information on how to 

improve performance to achieve a more desirable level of learning. Under 

this definition, the information or feedback provider could be a teacher, a 

peer, a book, a parent or even the learner (Hattie & Timberley, 2007). 

Epstein also points out that the purpose of feedback is to activate the 

student’s involvement in learning (Epstein et al., 2009). 

Digital platforms allow quick online feedback from teachers to parents, 

but there are some aspects that should be considered. Digital feedback 

should be targeted on the learning process, because person-targeted 

feedback could have a negative effect on learning. The feedback should be 

realistic and should include task-related information to help pupils to 

improve their learning competence (Dweck, & Master, 2009; Hattie & 

Timberley, 2007; Vuorinen, Erikivi, & Uusitalo-Malmivaara, 2019). 

Digital feedback, like any other, should motivate and encourage the learner. 
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In particular, encouraging feedback provided by a positive authority figure 

such as a teacher could motivate pupils in times of adversity (Oinas, 

Thuneberg, Vainikainen, & Hotulainen, 2020b). Teachers should carefully 

consider the quality of their feedback, given that constant negative 

feedback could easily foster disappointment, concern and anger among 

pupils and parents (Dannesboe et al., 2019; Oinas, Ahtiainen, Vainikainen, 

& Hotulainen, 2020a).  

Schools in socio-economically distressed areas seem to contact parents 

about difficulties and problems more frequently than about advancement 

(Epstein et al., 2009). As the authors point out, teachers in these areas 

should consider their feedback carefully to make sure that it contains 

sufficient information about the successes of pupils. It is also noteworthy 

that negative feedback easily accumulates among pupils with special 

educational needs (Oinas, Vainikainen, & Hotulainen, 2018), who are most 

in need of encouragement. Negative feedback does not serve a learning 

purpose and it could damage the home-school partnership. There is a need 

to raise awareness among teachers of the need for quality in their feedback. 

There should be an emphasis on communicative competence early on in 

teacher education so as to equip graduating teachers with the skill 

positively to engage all parents in their children’s studies (Alanko, 2018; 

Levinthal, & Kuusisto, 2020). Digital platforms offer good opportunities to 

encourage feedback and, at best, to strengthen the educational partnership 

between home and school. 
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3 THE FINNISH CONTEXT: CULTURAL AND EDUCATIONAL 
ASPECTS 

3.1 The Finnish school system 

In the past two decades Finnish students have achieved success on the 

Programme for International Student Assessment tests (PISA) run by the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Even 

though there has been a decline in recent years, Finland has ranked among 

the top countries in mathematics, reading and science. However, what is 

disturbing is that the gap in academic achievement between boys and girls 

is among the widest in these comparisons, girls being more successful. The 

learning gap between native Finns and pupils with a migrant background is 

also growing (OECD 2004, 2011, 2018). Nevertheless, compared to other 

OECD countries, inter-school differences in learning outcomes are the 

smallest. There are various historical, cultural and sociological aspects that 

strongly affect these positive outcomes (Sahlberg, 2011). 

Equality has been the prevailing value in Finnish society, and 

education has been one major factor in promoting it (Räty & Snellman, 

1998). Accordingly, the provision of free and high-quality education to 

everyone is highly valued. As a result of these education-friendly policies 

the educational level in the country has risen in recent decades. Finland has 

a publicly funded school system, and educational equity is largely based on 

the fact that the funding depends largely on governmental allocation 

(Ministry of Education and Culture, 2020). The Finnish government has 

emphasised the goal of extending compulsory and free-of-charge education 

to the age of 18, the aim being to raise Finland’s general level of education 

and to decrease discrimination (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2020). 

The rise in the educational level is attributable mainly to the numbers of 
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women in higher education: 48 per cent of women have a tertiary-level 

degree, the corresponding proportion for men being 33 per cent (age group 

30-34). Twelve per cent of women and 18 per cent of men have no post-

primary education (Official Statistics Finland, 2019).  As the level of 

education among women has risen in recent decades, both men and women 

are expected to achieve a relative balance between family life and career 

development. Gender equality has also given mothers and fathers shared 

responsibility for taking care of their children’s studies and 

communications with school. In sum, Finland has strong values with 

respect to school, education and social equality (Tirri, 2014). 

      Teachers in Finland have been valued in their communities since the 

start of teacher education. The requirement for teachers to have a Master’s 

degree was introduced in 1979, ensuring a high level of pedagogical and 

subject-related content (Tirri, 2014). Students with special educational 

needs receive low-threshold support in their learning regardless of their age 

(FNAE, 2016). Schools employ various specialists, such as health nurses, 

psychologists, social workers and special-needs assistants, to implement 

the support. 

        Finnish schooling comprises five-levels: preschool, primary school 

(grades 1-6), lower-secondary education (grades 7-9), upper-secondary 

education and higher education (FNAE, 2018a). The common practice in 

primary schools is that one class teacher is responsible for teaching all 

subjects, evaluating pupils and taking care of the home-school partnership. 

Class teachers are obligated to communicate with all parents about issues 

concerning every pupil’s learning and well-being (FNAE, 2016). Subject 

teachers focus on grades 7-9, and one such teacher is named as the tutor 

teacher for a certain class with the main responsibility for taking care of 

home-school communication. Accordingly, each pupil’s subject teacher in 
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lower-secondary school is responsible for communicating with parents if 

any learning or behavioural issues arise during their lessons.  

 

3.2 The Finnish National Core Curriculum and the home-
school partnership  

Autonomous local municipalities and decentralised educational practices 

have been the norm in Finnish education policy-making since the 1980s 

(Tirri & Kuusisto, 2013). Education policy on the national level is the 

responsibility of the Ministry of Education and Culture, and the Finnish 

National Agency for Education (FNAE) is responsible for the 

implementation of policy aims (FNAE, 2018b). Local municipal 

authorities take care of administration on the local level, which includes 

making decisions concerning the allocation of funding and local curricula. 

The municipalities also have the freedom to delegate decision-making 

power to schools. Local curricula are discussed and processed in the 

respective school communities. The ideology of this kind of educational 

policy is reflected in the provision of information, support and funding. The 

activities of education providers are guided by objectives laid down in 

legislation as well as in the national core curriculum and qualification 

requirements. The system relies on the proficiency of headmasters, teachers 

and other personnel working in Finnish schools (FNAE, 2018b).  

Home and school have traditionally been separated, and parents were 

not expected to be involved in school activities (Sormunen et al., 2018). 

Nowadays, however, parents describe themselves as responsible for their 

children’s rearing and upbringing, teachers having a predominantly 

pedagogical role (Böök & Perälä-Littunen, 2015). This division of roles is 

also reflected in the revised National Core Curriculum of Basic Education, 

which emphasises the parental role as being primarily responsible for 
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bringing up their children and ensuring that they complete compulsory 

education. The teacher’s role is to support parents in their children’s 

schooling, and to teach and educate pupils as members of the school 

community (FNAE, 2016). Although the latest curriculum defines the 

different roles and responsibilities of parents and teachers, it strongly 

emphasises the need for an active, inclusive and equal educational 

partnership. 

According to the Finnish National Curriculum, the aim of a home-school 

partnership is to ensure the well-being and safety of pupils and the school 

community as a whole. The basis for cooperation is trust, equality and 

mutual respect (FNAE, 2016). Communication should support these basic 

values: the curriculum obligates schools and teachers to engage in active, 

versatile and encouraging communication. Messages should encourage and 

positively describe the student’s learning and development. Parents 

providing regular feedback contribute to supporting their children's goal-

oriented learning and schooling. Information and communication 

technology, as well as digital communication, are mentioned as significant 

channels that complement face-to-face and group meetings (FNAE, 2016). 

      As noted above, local pedagogical authorities in Finnish municipalities 

are responsible for implementing the national curriculum. Accordingly, the 

municipalities participating in this study have made some modifications to 

the content of the curriculum concerning the home-school partnership. Two 

of them represent different-sized urban and rural areas in Finland. The 

curriculum text in smaller rural municipalities replicates the national 

content, with the addition of the local digital platforms and other channels 

that facilitate home-school communication. The local curriculum obligates 

schools to organise parental evenings, discussions about pedagogical 

development and parental forums. The content of the home-school 

partnership in larger urban municipalities is modified in more detail on the 
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local level. The curriculum underlines the need for timely contact and 

communication with parents if their children have difficulties at school. It 

also emphasises the provision of opportunities for parents and pupils to 

contact the school actively if learning support is needed. Parents should be 

active co-operators in the planning, execution and evaluation of learning 

support. Their role as educational partners is mentioned numerous times in 

connection with planning and evaluating the local curriculum and teaching, 

as well as in developing a more active home-school partnership. Digital 

platforms are mentioned as facilitating the transfer of two-way information, 

giving parents the opportunity to follow their children’s learning – as well 

as possible absences from school.  

 

3.3 Digitalisation in schooling  

The world is changing rapidly as a result of new technological inventions. 

In the context of schooling the technological invasion has had a 

fundamental effect, especially in the Nordic countries (Alanko & 

Alasuutari, 2020). The global COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the 

importance of technology and digital devices in the home-school 

partnership (Koskela, Pihlainen, Piispa-Hakala, Vornanen & Hämäläinen, 

2020). Digital technologies are supporting teaching and learning, helping 

out with administrative tasks and facilitating home-school communication 

(Korhonen & Lavonen, 2014; Palts & Kalmus, 2016). Consequently, these 

new technologies allow teachers and older pupils to communicate directly 

about issues related to their studies (Oinas et al., 2020a).  

        Digital technologies used in schools include computers, smart phones, 

web applications, social-networking spaces and digital learning games 

(Abbot, 2007). Schools in Finland have been using the Wilma web-based 

digital platform for communication and administrative tasks for the past 
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two decades. The platform is widely used in basic and upper-secondary 

education for two-way communication, grading students, registering 

absences and informing pupils and parents (Visma, 2020). Teachers send 

pupils positive or negative lesson notes according to their performance in 

class. The content of parent-teacher communication and of these lesson 

notes has aroused negative discussion in the Finnish media over the years 

(Oinas et al., 2017). It has also been under critical examination given that 

older pupils have access to Wilma and they are able to read teacher 

feedback directly. It was reported in a recent study conducted in Finland 

that most feedback was given to 7th-9th graders, and it was more 

encouraging than feedback given to younger pupils (Oinas et. al, 2017). 

This study also revealed that teachers send both positive and negative 

lesson notes, distributed unevenly among pupils. Some pupils never 

received any digital feedback from the teacher, and negative feedback 

cumulated to boys and a relatively small group of pupils. This result is 

alarming in that the group of pupils concerned also had the most absences 

(Oinas et al., 2017). There has been discussion in Finland about the 

growing number of pupils considering themselves outsiders in schools. The 

role of encouraging feedback is crucial, studies having shown that pupils 

who report receiving mainly positive feedback evaluate their learning and 

academic well-being the most highly. Given that school achievement was 

also the highest among this group of pupils, it seems that teachers praise 

pupils who are already academically motivated (Oinas et al., 2020b). 

       Most studies on digital home-school communication represent the 

perspective of parents or teachers (Palts & Kalmus, 2015; Juniu, 2009) and 

the pupil’s point of view has been ignored (Markström, 2013). Two recent 

studies in Finland elicited pupils´ opinions on the role of Wilma in their 

studies (Oinas, et. al, 2020b; Alanko & Alasuutari, 2020). According to 
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their responses, the digital platform served their studies well as it was easy 

and practical, and it was possible to store lots of information thereby easing 

the burden of remembering study-related issues. The pupils also 

appreciated the two-way communication with teachers (Alanko & 

Alasuutari, 2020). In the main they felt positive about the digital feedback 

given in Wilma, and they acknowledged the importance of both positive 

and negative feedback from teachers in regulating their behaviour and 

learning. Inaccurate, unjust, unequal and constantly negative feedback 

aroused feelings of frustration in the pupils, as did the different ways in 

which teachers used Wilma (Alanko & Alasuutari, 2020; Oinas et. al, 

2020b). 

       Teachers use Wilma in different ways due to the fact that no common 

guidelines have been agreed among educational administrators, and 

Finnish teacher education lacks guidance on using digital platforms in the 

home-school partnership (Alanko & Alasuutari, 2020). According to Tirri 

(2014), Finnish teachers have a great deal of autonomy in their work, which 

seems to include freedom in using Wilma and giving digital feedback. Such 

freedom also has a negative effect on their well-being. Each teacher needs 

constantly to be pedagogically sensitive in how they communicate with 

parents, and in deciding whether DC is the appropriate format, especially 

on delicate matters concerning pupils’ learning and behaviour. DC also 

demands emotional and writing competence, given that misunderstandings 

occur more easily than in face-to-face communication (Palts & Kalmus, 

2015). Moreover, experiences of not being trusted or of being criticised by 

parents may cause anxiety and feelings of inadequacy among teachers 

(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). There are other aspects that reflect the well-

being of teachers and the use of the digital platform for communication and 

giving feedback. The implementation of the new Finnish National 
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Curriculum (NBE, 2016) requires close school-home collaboration, among 

other pedagogical goals. These requirements, which also concern digital 

home-school communication, have evoked the feeling among many 

teachers that their workload is too heavy (Trade Union of Education in 

Finland, 2017). Digital communication lacks precise rules, it is time-

consuming, and it follows teachers from school to home thereby blurring 

the boundaries between work and leisure (Agger, 2011; Palts and Kalmus, 

2015). In sum, there is an urgent need for a common discussion on how to 

use digital platforms to support a positive educational partnership and the 

learning of pupils, and thereby to strengthen well-being in the school 

community. 
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4 METHODS 
 

4.1 Participants and procedure 
 
A total of 1,123 parents (nurban= 1003, nrural= 120) and 118 teachers (nurban= 

94, nrural= 24) of pupils in grades 1-9 participated in the investigation 

conducted in Study I. The informants were selected on a voluntary basis 

and represented a larger municipality in Southern Finland and a smaller one 

in Central Finland. Most of the parental participants were mothers 

(nmothers=895, nfathers=208, nothers= 20). The participating teachers (nfemale = 

99, nmale = 19) worked in primary and lower-secondary schools. (Table 1) 

The data used in Studies II and III is from the total dataset collected from 

the 1,123 parents and 118 teachers. The participant sample in Study II 

comprised 400 parents (nmothers= 315, nfathers= 85) and 80 teachers (nfemales= 

85, nmales= 15). The participants in Study III were 1,117 parents (nmothers= 

891, nfathers= 207, nothers= 19) representing children from grades 1-9 (nprimary 

schools= 704, nlower secondary school= 413). Highly educated parents were over-

represented in this study (nlower education = 469, nhigher education= 648). 

In all three studies we followed the instructions of the Finnish Advisory 

Board on Research Integrity (2009) with regard to participant selection, 

data collection, and the analysis and interpretation of the results. In other 

words, we respected voluntariness, anonymity and confidentiality related 

to our participants, we informed them in advance in giving details of our 

study, and we asked them for their informed consent. Our study did not 

involve any vulnerable groups, nor did it entail any risk for participant well-

being.   

The local schools´ administrative committees in both the urban and the 

rural municipalities granted permission to conduct the study in Spring 
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2016. Consent for the inclusion of parents and teachers was also obtained 

from the schools´ administrative body as well as from the parents and 

teachers concerned. When permission was granted an informative e-mail, 

invitation and web link to the questionnaire was sent to the principals of 

elementary schools, who forwarded the link to parents and teachers. The 

educational administrators and principals received two reminders to 

encourage parents and teaches to respond to the questionnaire. To ensure 

anonymity, the link was sent via a digital platform that parents and teachers 

use in their partnership. All users have their own user IDs for this web-

based digital platform. Parents and teachers were informed about the 

voluntary nature of participation, and the privacy of each participant was 

assured. All the data was collected in a three-week time period.  

 
Table 1. Overview of the research questions, instruments, participants and analysis 
 

Research question  Instruments Participants Data analysis 

How does digital 
communication serve 
the home- school 
partnership in 
Finland? 
Study I  

Questionnaire Digital 
Communication Scale, 
DCS (Kuusimäki, 
Uusitalo, Tirri, 2016) 

Urban and rural  
parents (N= 1,1123)   
teachers (N= 118)  
 

Descriptive 
statistics,  
principal component 
analysis, exploratory 
factor analysis, one-
way ANOVA 

How do Finnish 
parents and teachers 
view the contents of 
digital 
communication? 
Study II 
 

Open- ended 
questions from the 
Digital Communication 
questionnaire 
(Kuusimäki, Uusitalo, 
Tirri, 2016) 

Urban and rural  
parents (N= 400)  
teachers (N= 80)  
 

Descriptive 
statistics, inductive 
content analysis 

How content are 
Finnish parents with 
the amount of 
encouraging digital 
feedback? 
Study III 
 

Questionnaire Digital 
Communication Scale, 
DCS (Kuusimäki, 
Uusitalo, Tirri, 2016) 

Urban and rural  
parents (N= 1,117)  
 

Descriptive 
statistics, decision 
tree analysis (DTA), 
binary logistic 
regression analysis 
with forward 
stepwise selection 
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4.2. Measurement 

 

We developed a new instrument, the Digital Communication Scale (DCS), 

to elicit the opinions of parents and teachers on the content of digital 

communication. The instrument was based on Joyce Epstein’s (2009) 

theory of “Overlapping Spheres of Influence”, and her findings on home-

school communication were adopted as a basis for developing the scale. 

The DCS was also planned to reflect the definitions of a good-quality 

home-school partnership and communication in the Finnish National Core 

Curriculum (2016), the literature on the parent-teacher partnership and the 

authors’ long-term practical knowledge of digital home-school 

communication. We positioned Epstein’s definitions of good 

communication along three dimensions: (1) clarity and readability, (2) 

informativity, frequency and effectivity and (3) quality. We created 22 items 

in the DCS to correspond to these three dimensions (see Appendix 1). The 

teachers’ and the parents’ scales consist of 17 and 20 items, respectively. 

Fifteen items were the same in both scales. The items were rated on a four-

point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree somewhat, 3 = agree 

somewhat, 4 = strongly agree), with a further option if the respondent felt 

unable to answer the question.  

The questionnaire also contained various background questions to 

provide more detailed information for the analysis. Among parents and 

teachers, for example, they included information on gender, residence, age, 

educational level and attitude to DC. The parents could provide information 

about their children’s gender, grade level and the level of support being 

given at school. The DCS instrument was also utilised in Studies I and III. 

Its psychometric qualities were satisfactory, showing a clear three-factor 
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structure with 14 items. These factors were named as follows: FI 

Partnerships, F2 Encouraging feedback and F3 Unclear communication. 

    In addition to the quantitative Digital Communication Scale and 

several background variables, the questionnaire included the following 

three open-ended, qualitative questions, the aim being to obtain more 

detailed information about the views of parents and teachers on digital 

communication: 1. What matters would you like to be communicated 

digitally? 2. What matters would you prefer were not communicated 

digitally? 3. What else would you like to say about the nature of digital 

communication? This qualitative data was analysed and discussed in Study 

II. 

 

4.3. Data Analyses 
 

The first stage in both the quantitative and the qualitative analysis was to 

read through the available information and consider what was important in 

particular data. Descriptive statistics and frequencies provided a basis on 

which to draw conclusions and generalise findings. The methods of 

analysis used in Studies I-III are listed in Table 1. The results are 

summarised briefly below. 

 

4.3.1. Study I 
 

The analyses were carried out in three phases to assess the psychometric 

qualities of the DCS. First, a principal component analysis was conducted 

to test the suitability of the data for exploratory factor analysis. A Kaiser-

Meyer-Olkin test was conducted to confirm the sampling adequacy, and 

Bartlett´s test of sphericity was applied to the correlation matrices to 

identify the relationships between the variables (Metsämuuronen, 2017a).  
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Second, Exploratory factor analysis was conducted using Maximum 

likelihood extraction with direct Oblim rotation. The factor extraction was 

based on the consistency between the two respondent groups, the scree plot 

criterion and communality. The analysis revealed three common factors 

among both parents and teachers. Third, the Cronbach’s alpha values were 

calculated to confirm the reliability of these three factors (Metsämuuronen, 

2017b).  

Having established the reliability of the psychometric qualities of DCS, 

we examined the differences between the views of parents and teachers. 

ANOVA variance analysis measures the differences between observed 

means and the variance of variables (Thompson, 2013). With the extracted 

DCS factors as dependent variables, we explored the differences in the two 

groups by means of a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

(Metsämuuronen, 2017b).  

 
4.3.2. Study II  
 

Inductive content analyses (see Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) were conducted in 

the course of this research as a means of evaluating the responses of parents 

and teachers to the open-ended questions mentioned above. The aim of 

content analysis is to explore data by condensing information about the 

phenomenon and the outcome in concepts and categories (Elo & Kyngäs, 

2008). The analytical unit in this thesis comprised the aggregate statements 

that parents and teachers gave in answer to the open-ended questions about 

their views on and expectations of DC content. One unit of analysis may 

be a word, sentences, or paragraphs that are related in terms of content and 

context (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). 

As all the codes were derived from the data, the analysis was executed 

inductively (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Overall, the coding included the 
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following phases: 1) Making sense of the data as a whole by reading it 

through many times and reducing all the aggregate statements to codes; 2) 

creating a new code every time a new topic emerged and assigning it to 

different categories if there were many kinds of codes; 3) combining the 

subcategories in main categories named according to their contents (Elo & 

Kyngäs, 2008).  

The second and third authors blind-coded part of the data to increase the 

interrater reliability, which was confirmed by means of Cohen’ s Kappa 

(Cohen, 1960). 

 
4.3.3. Study III 

 

The analysis conducted in Study I resulted in three factors, of which 

Encouraging feedback was further analysed in Study III. The aim was to 

identify the background variables that most strongly predicted parental 

contentment with the amount of encouraging feedback they received from 

teachers. In order to facilitate further analysis, the scores of the above- 

mentioned factors were dichotomised using the median as a cut-off point. 

The background variables were also dichotomised to facilitate the 

subsequent logistic regression analysis. Initial information about the 

chosen independent variables was obtained by means of decision tree 

analysis (DTA), which is used to predict future observations and to uncover 

appropriate groups of variables identified in preliminary data analyses 

(Metsämuuronen, 2017b). The chi square values in the DTA analyses 

revealed the hierarchical order of the background variables related to 

parental contentment with the amount of encouraging feedback. DTA also 

provided clear descriptive information about the data, which enhanced 

understanding of the responses. 
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Binary logistic regression analysis was conducted to identify the most 

powerful independent variables that predicted parental contentment with 

the amount of encouraging digital feedback. The odds ratios for the 

different groups of parents with different background variables showed the 

predicted probabilities of parental contentment. 
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5 RESULTS 

 

5.1 How does digital communication serve the home-school 
partnership in Finland? (Study I) 

 

The purpose of the first study was to gain an overall understanding of how 

digital communication serves the home-school partnership in the Finnish 

context. We developed a new measure, the Digital Communication Scale 

(DCS), to explore the views of parents and teachers in detail. First, we 

wanted to assess the suitability of the scale for studying the quality of 

digital communication between parents and teachers. The psychometric 

qualities turned out to be satisfactory, showing a three-factor structure with 

14 items. Second, we used this measure to study the differences between 

the parents’ and the teachers’ views on three factor dimensions: 

partnership, feedback and clarity of messaging. To expand the reach of our 

study we compared the respective views in one urban and one rural Finnish 

municipality. 

The results of this first study showed that both parents and teachers were 

content with the digital communication, which they described as enhancing 

the parent-teacher partnership. A significant aspect of digital 

communication and partnership is that it serves to transfer information on 

issues related to the schooling and development of pupils. However, 

parents experienced the feedback from teachers as less encouraging than 

the teachers thought it was. On the other hand, the teachers referred more 

frequently to unclear communication. 

When we compared parents from the different-sized municipalities we 

noticed that rural parents were more positive about the digital 
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communication and its effect on their partnership with teachers, and more 

content with the amount of encouraging digital feedback they received. The 

rural teachers also experienced digital communication as clearer and more 

understandable than their urban peers did. 

In sum, according to these study results, effective two-way 

communication in the form of digital communication serves the home-

school partnership well. These findings are in line with the results of 

Epstein’s studies on effective two-way communication as a relevant 

element in building and maintaining partnerships (Epstein et al., 2009).  

 

5.2 How do Finnish parents and teachers view the contents 
of digital communication? (Study II) 

 

On the basis of the findings from the first study, we decided in Study II to 

deepen current understanding of the views and expectations of parents and 

teachers on the contents of digital messages and feedback. The findings 

from this study are discussed in the context of teacher well-being.  

The results revealed three main categories of parental and teachers’ 

views on and expectations of the contents of digital communication. The 

largest category was study-related matters, including issues such as 

timetables, evaluation, test dates, homework and absences. The 

respondents referred to these informative issues as the most important 

aspect of digital home-school communication. Behavioural issues 

constituted the second largest category, as both parents and teachers 

appreciated information and communication about constant misbehaviour. 

The parents wanted to be told if their children had behavioural problems so 

that they could support their growth and learning. Both parents and teachers 

also agreed that it was not important to report on minor infrequent 

misbehaviour in their digital communication. The third largest category, 
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sensitive issues, concerned information about pupils’ health issues or 

conflicts, on which matters the parents and the teachers preferred to 

communicate by phone or face-to-face. 

Parental and teachers’ views and expectations related to digital feedback 

also fell into three categories. The findings supported the results of Study I 

in that the respondents emphasised the importance of delivering more 

encouraging feedback to pupils. This theme also occurred in responses 

referring to the constant emphasis on weaknesses, negative criticism being 

seen as harmful to the child. In sum, parents and teachers underlined the 

importance of finding a good balance between positive and corrective 

feedback in digital communication: to support the child’s development it 

was necessary to transmit realistic information about what happened at 

school.     
 

5.3 How content are Finnish parents with the amount of 
encouraging digital feedback? (Study III) 

 

Studies I and II revealed parental expectations in terms of receiving more 

encouraging feedback about their children. Therefore, the aim in Study III 

was to identify which factors predicted parental contentment with the 

amount of encouraging digital teacher feedback. More precisely, we 

investigated the extent to which the pupil’s grade level, parental attitudes 

to digital communication, as well as parental educational level and gender 

predicted contentment with encouraging feedback. 

According to the parents’ responses, the biggest significant group 

differences in parental contentment with the amount of encouraging digital 

feedback concerned the pupil’s school grade. The strongest predictor of 

contentment was having children in lower-secondary school: their parents 
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were more content with the amount of positive feedback than their peers 

with children in primary school.  

Parental groups with a neutral-to-positive or a negative attitude to digital 

communication showed the second-biggest significant differences in 

contentment with the encouraging digital feedback they received, and a 

neutral-to-positive attitude was the second strongest predictor of 

contentment with the teacher’s encouraging digital feedback to their 

children. Parents with a negative attitude to digital communication reported 

receiving less encouraging digital feedback. 

The third biggest significant differences in contentment with 

encouraging digital feedback occurred in the parental educational groups: 

a lower parental educational level predicted more contentment with the 

amount of encouraging digital feedback, whereas parents with a higher-

level education reported receiving less encouraging feedback about their 

children from their teachers. 

In sum, parents with a lower educational level and a neutral-to-positive 

attitude to digital communication, and with children in lower-secondary 

school, were most satisfied with the amount of encouraging digital 

feedback from teachers, and were the most likely to be content with the 

amount of encouraging digital communication. Parental gender did not 

significantly relate to contentment with feedback. 
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6 Discussion 
 

6.1 A summary of Studies ,  and   

  

The main purpose of the present study was to investigate the views of 

parents and teachers on how digital communication serves the home-school 

partnership. The following research questions were addressed: 1) How does 

digital communication serve the home-school partnership in Finland? 2) 

How do Finnish parents and teachers view the contents of digital 

communication? 3) How content are Finnish parents with the amount of 

encouraging digital feedback? These questions are addressed in the three 

original publications. Study I reports on the testing of a new measure, The 

Digital Communication Scale (DCS), which was developed especially for 

this purpose. The findings also reveal the views of parents and teachers on 

how digital communication serves the partnership. Building on the results 

of Study I, Study II further examines the expectations of parents and 

teachers concerning the contents of digital communication. Study III 

explores in more depth the extent of parental contentment with the amount 

of encouraging digital feedback. 

 According to the findings from Study I, the psychometric qualities of 

the DCS were satisfactory, revealing the following three factors in digital 

home-school communication: FI Partnership, F2 Encouraging feedback 

and F3 Unclear communication. Parents as well as teachers were of the 

opinion that digital communication served their partnership well, and it was 

appreciated in particular for effectively transferring informative issues 

concerning the learning and behaviour of pupils as well as everyday issues. 

This result supports findings from Epstein’s studies indicating 

that frequent two-way communication is an essential element in 
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strengthening educational trust and good-quality partnership (Epstein et 

al., 2009). Technology has enabled new forms of two-way communication 

and has thus provided more parents with the opportunity to participate in 

supporting their children's studies. Digital communication between home 

and school in particular has assumed an essential role in coping with the 

global COVID-19 pandemic through the transmission of information 

online and enabling parents to access information related to remote 

schooling on a daily basis (Koskela et al., 2020).  

Study I revealed differences between parents and teachers in their views 

on the extent of encouraging digital feedback given and received: parents 

were under the impression that they had received less than the teachers 

thought they had given. The Finnish national curriculum (2016) also 

emphasises the importance of delivering versatile information to parents 

about their children's schooling, meaning that digital communication 

should be informative on issues related to the successes and strengths of 

pupils. Indeed, according to Epstein (2009), clarity and readability are key 

elements in two-way communication between parents and teachers. It 

seems from the findings reported in Study I, however, that teachers were 

more likely than parents to receive unclear digital communication. The fact 

that teachers are obligated to inform parents about school-related issues and 

are in weekly contact with a large number of families, whereas parents 

communicate digitally only with a few teachers, could explain the 

misunderstandings. Moreover, teachers have to communicate with many 

parents about delicate and sensitive aspects related to their children, and 

emotional reactions from parents may affect their views. When we 

compared these reactions and responses on the municipal level, we found 

that, in many respects, DC worked better in rural than in urban areas. 

Parents in rural areas were more positive about how digital communication 

served the home-school partnership better and about the encouraging 
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feedback they received about their children. Moreover, the teachers in these 

areas also experienced fewer misunderstandings than their peers in urban 

communities. It is clear from these findings that more data should be 

collected to investigate further these differences in views. One explanatory 

factor could be the common use of digital communication to deliver 

information in rural areas, where physical distance may be a hindrance in 

terms of arranging face-to-face meetings (Alanko & Alasuutari, 2020). 

The aim in Study II was to build on the findings from the first study and 

thereby further enhance understanding of the views and expectations of 

parents and teachers regarding the content of digital communication and 

the delivery of feedback. The analysis also extended to the work and well-

being of teachers. First, the data confirmed the results from Study I, 

showing that parents and teachers supported the digital delivery of 

informative Study-related matters such as homework, test dates, absences 

and evaluation. Second, the importance of discussing and dealing with 

frequent incidences of inappropriate pupil behaviour at an early stage was 

acknowledged, but neither parents nor teachers considered it necessary to 

report minor and infrequent behavioural issues digitally. These results are 

in line with findings from earlier studies implying that frequent, 

informative and effective communication supports the partnership and 

gives parents the opportunity to endorse their children’s studies (Carr et al., 

2015; Chu, 2018). 

 According to Epstein (2009), shared responsibility among parents and 

teachers for learning and growth in children could lighten the workload of 

teachers and positively affect their everyday well-being. However, as 

noted, teachers should exercise caution in communication that concerns 

behavioural problems in pupils. Moreover, parents and teachers were of the 

opinion that sensitive issues such as constant misbehaviour or health 

problems should preferably be communicated face-to-face or by telephone. 



Anne-Mari Kuusimäki 

50 

Emotionally delicate matters such as these may burden teachers mentally 

as they carefully consider what would be the appropriate communication 

channel so as to avoid conflicts with parents and mistrust (Juniu, 2009; 

Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). Further confirming the results of Study I, 

parents to a greater extent, but also teachers, expressed the need for more 

encouraging digital feedback for children. 

 A Finnish study conducted by Oinas et al. (2017) revealed an uneven 

distribution of digital feedback from teachers, and that the majority of 

pupils received encouraging feedback only occasionally. Teachers should 

think carefully about their feedback practices, given that negatively biased 

feedback is likely to cause disappointment, concern and anger among 

pupils and parents (Dannesboe et al., 2019; Oinas et al., 2020b). According 

to a recent study (Oinas, Thuneberg, Vainikainen & Hotulainen, 2020a), 

pupils who perceived their relationship with a teacher as trustful and well-

functioning reported receiving mainly positive feedback, whereas those 

who reportedly never received digital feedback gave the weakest 

evaluations of the relationship. Teachers who give encouraging feedback 

may more easily build social relationships with parents and pupils, which 

could positively affect their own well-being.  

The aim of Study III was to explore further the extent of parental 

contentment with the amount of encouraging digital feedback and the 

factors that predict it. First, the findings indicated that the best predictor 

was the pupil’s grade level, and that parents with children in lower-

secondary school were more content with the amount of encouraging 

digital feedback. This result is confirmed in the above-mentioned study 

(Oinas et al., 2017) focusing on the distribution of teachers' online feedback 

notes to pupils. Pupils in higher grades are taught by several subject-

oriented teachers, hence the likelihood of receiving more feedback may be 

higher than at the primary-school level, where one class teacher is mainly 
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responsible for digital feedback. It may also be the case that, as older pupils 

become more independent in their studies, their subject teachers understand 

the need to give them direct encouraging feedback, which may motivate 

them to work harder (Oinas et al., 2020a). Given the growing demands on 

pupils that require their engagement as well as active support from parents, 

encouraging digital feedback could promote commitment to schooling. It 

is worth noting with regard to the lower levels of contentment with 

encouraging digital feedback among parents with children in primary 

school, that teachers in Finland have had to cope with a heavier workload 

and more work-related stress in recent years (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017), 

and the growing responsibility to manage digital feedback is just another 

burden. Schools should develop common digital-feedback practices to 

support all teachers aiming to follow a more convergent path. 

 The second predictor of parental contentment with encouraging digital 

feedback was their overall attitude to digital communication: those with a 

neutral or positive attitude, compared to those with a negative attitude, were 

more content with the amount of feedback. As earlier studies have shown, 

given that teachers are obligated to inform parents realistically about 

school-day happenings, the feedback balance could turn negative among 

pupils with special education needs (Oinas et al., 2017). Constant negative 

feedback about their children may cause anxiety and feelings of inadequacy 

among parents (Dannesboe et al. 2019), starting a negative circle that may 

lead to a negative interpretation of all communication between parents and 

teachers. In the Finnish context it has been shown that certain groups of 

pupils do not get any digital feedback from the teacher, and that negative 

feedback accumulated among boys in relatively small groups of pupils. 

This result is alarming because these pupils also had the highest levels of 

absence from school (Oinas et al., 2017). There has been some discussion 

about the growing number of pupils in Finland who consider themselves to 
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be outsiders at school (Parviainen et al., 2020). In such cases, a high level 

of professionalism is required from teachers to produced balanced feedback 

that is realistic, optimistic and positive. 

 Third, parents with lower levels of education were more content with 

the amount of encouraging digital feedback than their highly educated 

counterparts. It may be that highly educated parents have higher 

expectations of teacher feedback due to their own experiences: they 

probably did well in their studies and received motivating feedback. It is 

well known that high-level parental education positively affects their 

children’s learning outcomes and attitudes (Hautamäki, 1986; OECD, 

2018). Raising awareness among all parents and teachers of the effect of 

motivating, process-targeted and encouraging feedback could encourage 

them to give strong and coordinated support to children in their studies. 

According to Esptein (2009), this kind of active partnership with common 

goals and a shared understanding of responsibilities is built on positive two-

way communication. 

 

6.2. Validity and limitations 
 

The validity of a study is based on a variety of factors. The instrument needs 

to measure what it is supposed to measure and the results it gives should be 

reliable (Cooligan, 1999). External or ecological validity refers to the 

generalisability of the results to other populations or other times (Cooligan, 

1999). Internal validity is concerned with whether the research findings 

represent reality, whereas construct validity refers to the theoretical 

soundness of the results and whether they are in line with the theory 

(Cooligan, 1999; Zohrabi, 2013). A new instrument, the Digital 

Communication Scale (DSC), was constructed for this study to elucidate 

the views of parents and teachers on digital communication. The scale was 
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carefully planned based on earlier literature, focusing particularly on Joyce 

Epstein’s studies on good-quality communication in the home-school 

partnership (Epstein, 1995; Epstein et al., 2009). Definitions of good-

quality home-school partnership in the Finnish national curriculum (2016) 

were also considered, and the authors’ long-term practical experience of 

digital home-school communication was utilized in planning the 

instrument.  Even though Epstein’s partnership programmes and studies 

were originally implemented in the United States and Canada, the theory 

has been extensively applied in different countries and school cultures, 

including Finland (Korhonen & Lavonen, 2014; Sormunen et al., 2018). 

Given the historical and cultural differences between Finland, the United 

States and Canada, the composition of the home-school partnership was 

slightly different, but the elements related to communication were 

recognisable in Finland. The psychometric qualities of the DCS were 

satisfactory, showing the good reliability of the instrument. However, as 

one factor comprised only two items, it could be developed further by 

introducing new ones.  

The qualitative analysis of the open responses reported in Study II 

provided a broader understanding of the DSC scale, confirming the 

findings reported in Study I. To increase the interrater reliability of the 

qualitative analysis, the second and third authors blind-coded part of the 

data (Cohen, 1960). As a methodological limitation, the use of 

dichotomised variables in Study III could be perceived as simplifying the 

data. However, the purpose of the study was to build a general picture of 

what predicts parental contentment with the amount of encouraging digital 

feedback. Future studies will be conducted to find out in more detail what 

kind of digital messages from a teacher are understood as encouraging and 

supportive. With regard to international generalisation, the new instrument 



Anne-Mari Kuusimäki 

54 

should be further tested among different populations and in different 

cultural settings. 

The total number of respondents in this study was fairly high, 

representing both urban and rural areas in Finland, thus the external validity 

is relatively good. It should also be noted that this study is cross-sectional, 

hence longitudinal studies are needed to facilitate generalisation of the 

results. As a limitation, it should also be mentioned that most of the 

participants were females, which might nevertheless represent the current 

reality that mothers are more active in the home-school partnership (Palts 

& Kalmus, 2015; Sormunen et. al, 2018). In addition, it seems that the 

participants of this study had a predominantly positive attitude to DC, 

which may have led to an over-emphasis on its advantages. There was also 

less data on teachers than on parents. Further research is therefore needed 

to shed more light on the perspectives of teachers. Overall, studies 

involving more participants from a variety of municipalities and school 

contexts would yield more comprehensive information about current views 

on digital home-school communication.  

The results of this study seem to be in line with findings from previous 

research on the subject of parent-teacher partnership and communication 

(Epstein, 1995; Epstein et. al, 2009; Carr et al., 2015; Chu, 2018; Juniu, 

2009; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011; Oinas et al., 2017; Oinas et al., 2020a,b). 

Overall, these results are theoretically justified, being in line with those 

reported in Joyce Epstein’s studies of good-quality home-school 

communication. Despite the limitations, we suggest that the overall internal 

and construct validity of the study is relatively good. The large number of 

respondents is one of the strengths of this study in terms of validity. 
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6.3. Implications 
 

Multiple research and practical implications arise from the results of our 

study. Digital home-school communication is reflected through three 

dimensions, namely the development of digital platforms, the enhancement 

of common guidelines and the discussion of digital home-school 

communication in school communities. There is a need to develop 

communication competence among teachers, as well as awareness of how 

digital home-school communication enhances the parent-teacher 

partnership.  

The online digital platform enabling parent-teacher communication 

studied in this thesis has been in use for two decades. Schools and teachers 

in Finland are obligated to use the platform for informing and 

communicating with parents, therefore their views about its development 

should be considered. Digital communication is time consuming, thus the 

platform should be easy to use in practice (Palts & Kalmus, 2015). 

Educational authorities in different municipalities may modify the 

contents, which has resulted in widely differing forms of ready-made 

lesson notes for the use of teachers in online feedback. Thus, the feedback 

pupils receive is dependent on the municipality in which the school is 

located. According to Oinas (2017), teachers use digital feedback in various 

ways. Standardising the lesson notes nationally would therefore enhance 

equality among pupils in terms of receiving feedback. Digital platforms 

could be more flexible on the pedagogical level, and they could be modified 

based on feedback from teachers and parents in different municipalities. It 

would also be worth developing digital platforms for active home-school 

messaging using visual materials and conferencing tools. This would help 

families with different language backgrounds to use these platforms. 
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A major issue related to equality and digital communication is the 

language barrier between teachers and parents from different migrant 

backgrounds. Interpretation programmes could be developed for use on 

digital platforms to make home-school two-way communication easier. 

Equality has long been the prevailing value in Finnish society, and 

education has been a major factor in promoting it (Räty & Snellman, 1998). 

According to recent Pisa results, there is a growing learning gap between 

native Finnish and migrant pupils (OECD, 2018). It is crucial to remove 

linguistic obstacles to reinforce the educational partnership with diverse 

families living in Finland. However, it not just a question of language: 

differences in parental opportunities and competence in the use of 

technology relate to age, education, income and cultural background (Carr 

et al., 2015). Schools should provide clear and regular support for parents 

in their use of digital platforms - which would be in line with Epstein’s 

ideas of supporting parenting as part of the partnership (Epstein et. al, 

2009). 

Although schools have worked with digital platforms for twenty years, 

educational administrators have issued no common guidelines for their use 

(Alanko & Alasuutari, 2020). Even though municipalities have the 

autonomy to delegate educational decision-making power to schools, they 

could benefit from having such guidelines to enhance discussion with 

parents and teachers on their views and expectations with regard to digital 

communication. A shared understanding between parents and teachers of 

what constitutes good-quality communication could clarify the situation 

with regard to the frequency and content of messaging, and the kind of 

feedback practices that enhance pupils’ learning. The results of the current 

study could contribute research-based information to discussions on these 

guidelines. Further research should be carried out to obtain a broader 

picture of the views of teachers on digital communication. Collecting 
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evidence on what would concretely enhance the daily work of teachers 

could benefit the general discussion on the school level aimed at 

developing the digital partnership in a positive way. 

Finnish teacher education lacks content related to using digital platforms 

in the home-school partnership: this should be taken into consideration in 

future evaluation and development (Alanko & Alasuutari, 2020). We point 

out in this study that digital communication could have a positive influence 

in building parent-teacher partnerships, supporting pupils’ learning and 

well-being and enhancing the daily work and well-being of teachers (De 

Pablos-Pons, et al., 2012). Ensuring DC of good quality would require 

more research on the expectations of parents and teachers on its content 

and frequency. Stronger awareness of each others’ views would enhance 

competence in digital communication. For example, “Best practices” 

should be covered in the education of student teachers as well as in further 

education for those in the classroom (Epstein, 2018). Good digital 

communication could potentially enhance partnership positivity and 

mutual respect, as well as trust among teachers and families (Epstein et. al, 

2009).  

The studies comprising the present dissertation were conducted in 

Finland. However, given that digital platforms serve home-school 

communication in several countries worldwide, the results have 

international implications. 
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