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ABSTRACT
This paper deals with the experiences of parents participating in meetings or other
discussions at schools where their children’s support for learning is planned. In inclu-
sive education, cooperation between school and home should be a confidential rela-
tionship. Despite intentions to develop legislation and practices for home–school
collaboration, the system does not appear to be robust because in the realization of
the support varies between schools and districts. In this study, phenomenographic
approach was used to reveal how the experiences of the interviewed parents varied.
The context of research is Finnish elementary school attended by students aged 7–15.
Altogether, 11 interviews with parents of students with need of support were con-
ducted. In this study, we present four types of experiences of parental involvement:
equal partners, satisfied followers, active opponents, and cynical defendants. The
parents reported experiences of fluent cooperation situations and confidential rela-
tionships with school personnel, but the quality of cooperation was not consistent.
This finding indicates that attention should be paid to developing the practices to
enhance collaboration and interactional skills among school personnel working with
parents so that reciprocal confidence can be reached.
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Introduction

In an inclusive school culture, families play an integral role within the educational context (e.g. Ainscow,
2020). Effective cooperation is founded on equality and a confidential relationship between schools and
parents (e.g. Kozleski & Waitoller, 2010; Mitchell, 2012). Collaborative arrangements take on particular
importance when children have special needs, often involving formal objectives, such as the develop-
ment of an individual educational plan [IEP] (e.g. McNamara et al., 2021). Parents should receive practical
advice and assistance with problem-solving from educational professionals (Kern et al., 2012). For inclu-
sive school cultures to thrive, fostering change towards culturally responsive collaboration with diverse
families is essential (Kozleski & Waitoller, 2010). Research indicates that strong family and community
engagement is a fundamental criterion of an ‘inclusive school’ (Morningstar et al., 2015). Inclusive educa-
tion extends beyond classroom practices, encompassing the ways in which professional and collegial
interactions and boundaries shape institutional rules and practices (Artiles et al., 2006; Little, 2002) and
how parents are incorporated into these processes (Kozleski & Waitoller, 2010).

The Finnish educational system has been described as inclusive (Sarromaa Hausst€atter &
Jahnukainen, 2014). Inclusive education can be seen from a narrow perspective as an approach tar-
geted at children with disabilities or learning difficulties, but it can also be understood more broadly
as a framework that embraces and supports the full spectrum of learner diversity (Ainscow, 2020;
Kiuppis & Sarromaa Hausst€atter, 2014). In practice, in Finland it is frequently associated with the
school’s ability to support students with special needs, learning difficulties and disabilities as part of
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mainstream education (Chong & Graham, 2017; Jahnukainen et al., 2023). However, the inclusivity of
Finland’s education system has also been critically examined. Scholars have noted that the peda-
gogical practices within schools often perpetuate a division between special needs and mainstream
education (Niemi & Mietola, 2023). This contradiction highlights the ongoing political and practical
debates surrounding inclusion (Artiles et al., 2006).

The importance of home–school relations and broad parental participation in schools is recognised
(Antony-Newman, 2024, B€o€ok & Per€al€a-Littunen, 2015; LaRocque et al., 2011). According to Ferlazzo (2013),
parental participation includes both engagement and involvement. Generally, the focus of research on par-
ental involvement is on supporting the school and the schools’ aims (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). Parental
involvement is positively connected with children’s academic achievement (Hill & Tyson, 2009; Kung & Lee,
2016; Schmid & Garrels, 2021) and lower dropout rates (Barnard, 2004; MacIver et al., 2015).

Collaboration, particularly in support planning, implementation, and regular evaluation, is crucial
(Cefai & Cavioni, 2014). However, parents are often relegated to a passive role in these processes
(Cavendish & Connor, 2018). For instance, IEPs are frequently developed without adequate consultation
or consideration of parental input (Sanderson, 2023). Research on support planning documents has iden-
tified an asymmetry, whereby parents are positioned as objects of evaluation rather than active partici-
pants (Karila & Alasuutari, 2023).

On the other hand, barriers to participation may be related to specific family challenges, such as
parents’ work schedules, language, culture, or socioeconomic dissonance with schools (LaRocque, 2013).
It is necessary to develop skills for inter-professional education at schools personnell. Thus, creating
competencies for working with families with complex needs, enhancing teamwork and progressing
schools as inter-professional environments should be promoted further (Epstein, 2018; Hughes, 2012;
Kozleski & Waitoller, 2010). Cultural differences, especially those between parents and educators, can
limit the content and quality of shared information (Malone, 2015). For example, shortcomings in com-
munication (McNamara et al., 2021) and the tendency to handle students with varied disabilities and
needs as a homogeneous group (Doronkin et al., 2020; Doyle et al., 2017) are obstacles to fluent collab-
oration. The life contexts of parents, the situation of the child, parent–teacher relations, and societal fac-
tors can create complex combinations and hinder cooperation (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011).

Parents may be adaptive, or they may see their roles traditionally. Parents mostly define the responsi-
bility for cooperation such that the school and teachers have the pedagogical responsibility and the
parents’ duty is the upbringing (B€o€ok & Per€al€a-Littunen, 2015). Fish (2006) found that parents reported
feeling disempowered and unable to share their concerns with professionals. Leiter and Krauss (2004)
reported that some parents felt that schools undervalued their participation and viewed them as ancil-
lary staff or as a hindrance to the school’s daily operations. Research has also shown that parents face
communication challenges and feel that there is a lack of opportunities to provide input in the collab-
orative process (Cavendish & Connor, 2018; Sanderson & Goldman, 2023;; Tucker & Schwartz, 2013;
Zeitlin & Curcic, 2014).

Even if inclusive models considering parental involvement values and visions are ambitious, they can
face the same kinds of barriers that exist in segregated schools. In inclusive education, disparate views
about reciprocal relationships between parents and teachers may hinder the communication between
these two parties as well as discussions about children’s educational goal setting (�Sukys et al., 2015).
Even when attempts are made to promote parents’ participation in schools, critical thinking is needed
to avoid giving inclusive names to exclusive practices. For example, the creation of a parental involve-
ment committee does not guarantee that all parents can be involved in open dialogue with their child-
ren’s teachers (Parsons et al., 2018). In addition, schools may not always inform all parents about the
inclusive approach (Vlachou et al., 2016).

There seem to be differing perspectives on engagement, and teachers and parents have several and
sometimes conflicting understandings of how to co-operate (e.g. Reynolds et al., 2015). The meaning of dis-
cussion about sharing responsibilities is dynamic and varies in social and cultural contexts (B€o€ok & Per€al€a-
Littunen, 2015). The crucial agent in cooperation appears to be the teacher (Kozleski & Waitoller, 2010).
However, in recent years, the situation has been changing, and schools are learning the value of parental
involvement as an essential part of their practices (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011).
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The situation in school meetings is often complex. For example, during discussions teachers may use
concepts that are unclear to parents, the school culture may be unfamiliar to parents, or parents’ own
negative memories of school may hinder cooperation (Ainscow, 2012; Farrell & Humphrey, 2009). There
may also be a disparity between rhetoric and reality in discussions about parental involvement (Hornby
& Lafaele, 2011), and teachers may not know how they should balance the demands of parents and
their own professional obligations in joint discussions (Tveit, 2018). Sometimes, school personnel are not
interested in promoting parental participation (Bodvin et al., 2018). Even if parents have formal rights to
cooperation, they must legitimise these rights again in conversations and undertake additional work to
obtain the information necessary to participate (Cologon, 2022; Tveit, 2009). For example, when the IEP
is given as the final plan in a meeting, which seems to be a widespread practice, parents cannot be
involved in the planning phase (Tucker & Schwartz, 2013).

When putting inclusive education into practice, teachers need a critical understanding of everyday
practices and practical knowledge about processes that may result in marginalisation. Therefore, psycho-
logical, social, and cultural perspectives are required to deepen teachers’ understanding of students’
learning processes and educational wellbeing (e.g. Kozleski & Waitoller, 2010). Reindal (2016) argued
that inclusion is an ethical issue, not just a structural and social matter, in terms of how schools are
organised to meet diverse students’ needs.

To respond to these challenges in home–school cooperation and promote better parental involve-
ment in schools, research has mostly focused on pre- and in-service teachers’ views (e.g. Antony-
Newman, 2024; L€ofdahl, 2014; Tveit, 2018). Limited research has considered parents’ voices or definitions
of parental involvement as starting points. When data were collected directly from parents, they
described having to fight for their children’s rights (Cologon, 2022; Sanderson, 2023). Furthermore, they
were able to name the power positions by opposite roles – ‘teachers as experts’ and ‘parents as laymen’
– but, in addition, they also recognised fluent and successful cooperation (B€o€ok & Per€al€a-Littunen, 2015).

To succeed, an inclusive approach needs different perspectives to develop a synthesis that further
promotes inclusive practices and social justice. According to Francis et al. (2016), practices in collabor-
ation, including continual communication, reciprocal respect, and commitment, are needed in addition
to professional competence and viewing disabilities as a part of normal life in a classroom. Parents
belong to the inclusive school community as active members (Mitchell, 2012). Processes that lead to the
acceptance of diversity in school society require teachers, as well as municipalities and parents, to
develop everyday practices in schools (De Silva, 2013).

Context of the study

The National Core Curriculum in Finland mandates that the development of basic education must follow
the principle of inclusion and ensure accessibility, emphasising collaboration with parents (Finnish
National Agency of Education [FNAE], 2016). However, there is no clear definition of inclusive education
in legislation (Jahnukainen et al., 2023). Although there are excellent examples of schools committed to
inclusive practices in Finland there are also schools in which the concept of inclusion has not been
linked to learning as a human right, participation and membership of the school community (Niemi &
Mietola, 2023; V€ayrynen & Paksuniemi, 2020).

In Finland, the support system provides three tiers of support, following the response to intervention
(RTI) model, and in the Finnish system, the model is used to systematise support at the national level
(Bj€orn et al., 2016). The tiers in the Finnish school system are named general, intensified, and special
support. According to National Core Curriculum a pupil primarily receives support among other students
in their own classroom, and various flexible arrangements can be used to implement such support
(FNAE, 2016). The pedagogical autonomy of teachers is relatively wide in Finland. Teachers must always
adapt to and provide support for their students when needed; medical diagnosis is not required, and
thus support can be provided as early as possible to prevent learning failures (Bj€orn et al., 2016).
Children’s guardians need encouragement to support them in their studies, and parents are important
participants in the assessment and planning of support (FNAE, 2016).

In Finland, cooperation with parents is valued, and it is important to teachers (Engelbrecht et al.,
2017). Nevertheless, research suggests that every fifth parent is dissatisfied with their child’s support and
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location in mainstream school (Hotulainen & Takala, 2014), and there are reports of teachers evading
their responsibilities, typically with regard to bullying, child safety, teaching quality, or other issues that
parents consider to be important (e.g. B€o€ok & Per€al€a-Littunen, 2015; Honkasilta et al., 2015). Parents with
younger children in primary education highlight the value of good collaboration more than those of
children in secondary education (Hotulainen & Takala, 2014). Still, the most important issue for parents
in Finland seems to be their children’s social relationships in the school environment (B€o€ok & Per€al€a-
Littunen, 2015). Parents have highlighted the importance of studying in neighbourhood schools for their
children’s self-worth and sense of belonging (Hotulainen & Takala, 2014).

This study aims to describe the planning processes for educational support from the perspective of
parents, focusing on their experiences of collaboration with school personnel in situations when their
children require educational support. Specifically, the study seeks to examine how parents’ experiences
align with the guiding norms and perceptions of parental involvement within schools. This study focuses
on the following questions:

1. What are the critical aspects of involvement that cause the differences between experiences of
collaboration?

2. How do those aspects define parents’ experiences of their positions when they are involved in plan-
ning to implement support with school professionals?

Methods

Procedure and participants

According to Creswell (2005), qualitative research is well suited for exploring phenomena that require
understanding participants’ perspectives. Interviews provide a powerful means of generating insights
into human experiences (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). In this study, we conducted interviews with parents
of children requiring educational support.

To ensure that participation was entirely voluntary and our participants felt free to share their experi-
ences, the invitation to interview was sent via their own networks, that is, organisations, social media,
and meeting groups. We began data collection from this opportunity sample by informing the organisa-
tions and social media group moderators, who then forwarded our invitation to parents to participate.
The networks led to recruitment from geographically different areas in Finland and to 11 interviews.
Interviews were conducted with all parents who responded to the invitation. The interview method and
decision regarding the number of participants followed the guidelines presented by Brinkmann and
Kvale (2015).

Ten of the interviewees were mothers, and in one interview, both the mother and father participated.
In two cases, the parents described the situations of two children in the same family. Three of the inter-
views were conducted remotely because of distance or the preferences of the participants. Interviews
were thematically semi-structured (Brinkmann, 2018). Themes and information concerning the research
process were sent to participants beforehand to give them time to think about their participation and
possible questions or issues in advance. The procedure followed the instructions given by Finnish
National Board on Research integrity [TENK] (2019). In a study carried out in this way, an ethical pre-
assessment procedure is not required in Finland.

Parents participating in this study were at liberty to decide what they were willing and able to talk
about. During data collection, the interviewers checked that all the themes were covered during the
interviews. The parents took the initiative to discuss some important issues from their points of view
outside the thematic basis. The interviews were conversational and open in nature. The parents decided
on the length of each interview. Every participant gave written consent to use the interview data, and
the interviews were transcribed for analysis.

Some parents used very precise diagnoses when they described their child or children, while others
simply described the need for and type of support. The families participating in the study included chil-
dren from all three tiers of the system of learning and schooling support (FNAE, 2016).
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Analysis

A phenomenographic approach was chosen to define different variations and aspects of parents’ experi-
ences in the interviews (Marton & Booth, 1997). This approach was deemed a suitable way to investigate
parents’ knowledge, given the complex nature of parent-school cooperation and the researchers’ wish
to engage with participants on a practical level (Black-Hawkins & Florian, 2012).

In the interviews, we collected experiences from parents who had cooperated with school personnel.
The aim of this study was to find variations in experiences and then capture ‘a set of categories of
description’ (Åkerlind, 2018; Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 122). In a phenomenographic approach, it is essen-
tial to recognise that one person can have several, even contrary, conceptions and experiences, and the
descriptions of experiences vary according to people, situations, and issues, so it is theoretically irrele-
vant to put participants in any of these descriptive categories as individuals (Marton & Booth, 1997). In
this study, all parents had varying, situational, and relevant experiences during their child’s elementary
school years with teachers and school personnel.

Description of experience was used as the unit of analysis. The investigation aimed to produce an
outcome space, linking qualitatively different experiences as critical aspects of the phenomenon under
study (Åkerlind, 2012; Marton & Booth, 1997) This outcome space was used to organise the experiences
into four categories, displayed along axes to represent their relational qualities. Figure 1 visualises the
resulting framework.

NVivo was used to assist in this coding process. To clarify the categories, we needed to conduct sev-
eral reviews on the data. The first writer took responsibility for the categorisation, and the second writer
participated in checking the suggested categorisation. Finally, the process and preliminary research were
introduced to a two peer groups of parents to determine whether they agreed with the analysis made
of the interviews (Creswell, 2009). The peer groups confirmed the results of the analysis.

Results

Critical aspects of involvement: What makes a difference?

With regard to the first research question, we identified two critical aspects of parents’ experiences as
continuing dimensions: first, their conceptions of volitional intensity to participate, ranging from with-
drawal to proactive participation, reflecting their chosen ways of interacting; and second, their interpre-
tations of the environment of discussion varying from school-based to participative interpretation.

Figure 1. Positions placed in the outcome space (around here).
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The proactive end of dimension of parents’ volitional intensity encompassed descriptions of highly
experienced negotiators. These parents knew how to navigate processes, felt confident during negotia-
tions, and stated that it was important for them to express their own points of view when communicat-
ing with school personnel and emphasised the importance of expressing their views when
communicating with school personnel. They took the initiative to speak up, even in challenging situa-
tions, and were willing to interrupt discussions when needed.

H3: I think we all have a place to speak. I am such a person; I say what I think.

H11: Well, for us, the role of a parent has at least been this kind of nagging and reminding
The withdrawal approach, at the opposite end of the dimension of volitional intensity, included

descriptions of distance and offered limited commentary in planning situations.

H7: But I was so quiet there. I couldn’t really think of anything sensible to say.
During their more or less participative collaborative experiences, some parents learned how to

change their location in this dimension to participate. In some cases, parents had concerns about being
heard or had previous unpleasant experiences of being silenced and misunderstood in meetings. To
enhance their participation, they sought support, such as bringing a trusted individual to talk on their
behalf in meetings, which supported their experience of participation. Some parents made a mutual
decision to take part in negotiations as a couple. In one case, a grandparent was present as a support
person, while in other cases, a professional, such as a social worker, was recognised and acted as an
advocate during discussions.

H4: But I said to my husband that this is absolutely the last meeting that I go to alone. These issues
belong to both of us, and I’ll never go to any meeting alone again.

The second critical aspect was parents’ interpretation of environment of the discussion during collab-
orative situations. This dimension varied between a school-based, professional-led environment, in which
parents had few opportunities to contribute, and a participative, inclusive environment. Parents per-
ceived the environment as a given context for negotiations, shaped by the approachability of personnel,
people’s accessibility, and the communication and interaction they encountered.

In school-based environments, parents often found their opportunities to contribute restricted. For
example, some were excluded from the planning phase of support processes and only invited to
approve pre-determined plans created by school professionals. In extreme cases, meetings were not
held at all, leaving parents feeling excluded from the decision-making process.

H12: We did not receive any information about those [planning] meetings beforehand.

H11: … and that IEP-meeting was not held at all last fall …
The teacher emerged as the most significant factor influencing the environment. Parents indicated that

the quality of the collaborative environment was dependent on the teacher. According to the parents, the
current teacher was the most important gatekeeper in the support planning process. In the interviews,
this idea that ‘it just depends on the teacher’ was expressed in many ways. Some of the teachers had
diverse expectations of children and of the collaboration with parents, along with differing rules and prac-
tices, and even teachers within the same school had individual views and preferences regarding how vari-
ous processes should be carried out.

H3: It seems as if there are two different schools that I am communicating with. But I am only commu-
nicating with two individual teachers [at the same school].

When teachers changed, the discussion environment often shifted as well. These changes presented
both challenges and opportunities. From the parents’ perspective, changes in teaching personnel made
it possible to compare the practices of different teachers.

H4: Somehow, I think that the attitude of this new teacher is completely different. She really wants
everyone to feel good in her class and she is also assertive and strict, but she can be flexible when
needed, too. She notices when there is a pupil with special needs and wants to take this pupil into
account positively. The former teacher thought that every pupil should be treated alike.
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Structural barriers in the discussion environment also affected collaboration. Frequent teacher
changes made it difficult for parents to build and maintain cooperative relationships. Parents expressed
concerns that relocating to a new neighbourhood or school might jeopardise existing positive dynamics,
as they could not rely on uniform practices across schools.

Addressing the first research question, we identified two axes forming the outcome space. The hori-
zontal axis represents ‘Parents’ volitional intensity’, capturing the spectrum of parents’ decision-making
between withdrawal and proactivity. This dimension reflects parents’ independent choices regarding
their involvement in the process.

The vertical axis represents ‘Parents’ interpretations of environment of discussion’. Unlike the horizon-
tal axis, parents had no control over this dimension. Their interpretations were shaped primarily by the
teacher’s actions during the planning process. Guided by this two-dimensional framework, we proceeded
to address the second research question.

Positions in outcome space

The second research question aimed to locate parents’ descriptions of their experiences within the out-
come space defined by these critical aspects (see Figure 1). At this stage of the analysis, the critical
aspects function as dimensions in which the positions are located.

Parents had to interpret their context and decide how to engage based on their perceptions of the
given environment. Some parents described contexts as participatory and encouraging, while others
found the school defined all the options without genuinely considering parental input. All the parents
had both encouragingand challenging interpretations of collaboration, requiring them to identify their
positions within the given environment based on their interpretations and decisions.

Descriptions of the positions

The position of ‘equal partner’ refers to parents’ active participation in progressive cooperation. The
most important aspect of the experiences of parents in this category appeared to be being treated as
an equal adult and a respected person. According to parents, the basis of mutual interaction between
the school and the parents is founded on interaction. Almost every aspect of interaction was present in
the data, such as time, place, appearance, countenance, environment, different communication channels,
and information given before and after the communication. Equal partnership appears in descriptions of
mutual trust and confidence. Discussions allow both the school and the parents to define the content
and aims of cooperation.

H3: I have experienced that chatting about all issues is often more useful than harmful in certain situa-
tions. Sometimes, I doubt if it was necessary to say something in a certain situation. Nevertheless, in
most cases, after a while, I find that the more the teacher and other personnel know, the easier
things run. I have found it important to make the communication as open as possible so that the
school also feels free to call, whatever the issue may be, so that situations do not escalate into con-
flicts. I give up some of my privacy and in doing so, I try to make it easier for our children.

Progressive cooperation and the equal possibility of being heard during meetings generated a space
in which unpleasant facts could be considered respectfully. Having many daily problems to solve in rela-
tion to their children’s schoolwork, parents developed many solutions to help their children manage dif-
ferent school tasks. Some of these solutions were very practical. Parents hoped that their expertise and
the information they shared could be seen as resources.

H8: And when it comes to finding homework, I began using colours. He used them all the time so that
when there was homework on different pages and places, we marked them with colour notes that
stuck firmly in books.

Easy and fluent communication was perceived as high-quality collaboration. The flow of collaboration
was more or less intensive according to the interpretations of the child’s needs. Parents highlighted the
importance of flexible information sharing and of planning the continuum of schooldays together. In
this position, parents were able to join the school community as active and respected members.
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Parents descriptions in the position of ‘satisfied followers’ did not take the initiative in many instan-
ces, but the cooperation was experienced as fluent and progressive. The parents also described situa-
tions in which they felt content to just follow school or teachers’ practices. The parents had nothing to
complain about and no further suggestions to make in this position. In those situations they felt happy,
and they described satisfaction in several ways.

Some of the families’ expectations were based on their interpretations of the teacher’s active role. For
example, IEP discussions were understood as part of the teachers’ expertise and responsibility.

H2: When you participate in those events (IEP discussions), you go as the receiving party, so the teacher
is presenting questions to you and leading the conversation.

When mutual trust was built and the communication space was accepted, parents let the school
operate independently. Cooperation was mostly a matter of information flowing from the school to the
parents. In this position, no open questions or dilemmas remained.

H7: Our daughter told us that she has a new English teacher and there’ll be an exam next Monday. We
have found before that if there are two pages in an exam, she is not able to complete the second
page at all. Therefore, the teacher is giving her the opportunity to say the answers aloud because
the teacher knows that her writing goes slowly. We thought that was very nice.

H1: In seventh grade, the special teacher had written in Wilma (electrical communication system) when
(his name) had been studying with her and what subjects they were studying and how it went. And
it went well.

The position in which the parent is active and requires the school to follow written rules is that of
‘active opponent’. Examples of unpleasant experiences included situations when parents had no prior
information about the people who would be attending a meeting; for example, a parent had something
to discuss with a teacher but was surprised when other professionals participated in the meeting.

H4: I found it confusing and frightening, too. And I found it also kind of threatening at school when
there were an awful lot of people accusing and I was alone fighting for our family.

Especially confusing were situations in which the child’s need for support was understood in different
ways within the network and from the perspectives of different experts. When the interpretation of the
support needed was contradictory, parents used different strategies, such as asking their own networks,
making their active own interpretations and decisions based on them, and making contacts with other
experts.

Parents experienced some problems trying to disseminate and share critical information with all the
important agencies. When it was time to start or change schools, in particular (i.e. from preschool to pri-
mary or from lower secondary to upper secondary), important information did not automatically follow
the child. In some cases, it was unexpectedly difficult to obtain the necessary information from the old
school or municipality.

H8: There were quite extraordinary explanations for why I could not get these documents. Every time
we had a meeting, I asked to have them. And nobody was able to give them to me, and people
were leaving in a rush. [… ] I got them only in the autumn semester in November, when my child
was studying first year in upper secondary school.

H7: (Parents were waiting for the municipality decision about which school their child would attend)
(Mother) We had to call and ask about the decision concerning our child’s school place. (Father)
Children with special educational needs have to wait for decisions until the last minute. So … I
don’t know … I think that in the business world, those people would have been fired.

When active parents had information from a child’s network, they wanted to provide this information
to new school. That kind of parental strategy was not always accepted by the schools. The information
was usually available and accepted, but it was in the hands of the teachers at the new school to decide
whether they would take the information into account. For example, the experts that parents had organ-
ised for their children (e.g. medical experts or therapists) were not always welcome at the school, even
though their services were funded by KELA (the Finnish social security institution). From the parents’
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perspectives, the schools’ response to their activity was weak
.
H8: There was a very big group of experts working with our child. During the transition to his third

school, the functional group therapy finished, but the therapist promised to continue consulting
without charge and promised to drop by the school if needed. The special teacher and the psycho-
therapist promised the same as well. But the school was neither willing nor ready to welcome this
kind of help.

In these data, the position of ‘cynical defendant’ was adopted by parents only after they had made
several attempts to act and tried operating from other positions. When a professional did not accept
parental expertise or respect parents’ voices, the parents had extremely limited opportunities to act.
When parents found themselves in the position of cynical defenders, they felt powerlessness. Although
they were aware that they should have done more, they did not know what they could have done. As a
solution, some parents in this position refused to sign documents and memos of meetings or their
child’s IEP forms until the text was corrected or supplemented by parental views.

When parents felt they were not having an equal dialogue with school personnel, they tried to
reduce their levels of activity. They simply minimised all contact and attempted to encourage their chil-
dren to cope. This position was connected to certain environments and contexts.

H5: But as it was, my own self-esteem was not enough for them. Not like I’d be an equal participant in
the battle. As if there were some kind of submission to a situation where the teacher is the person
with knowledge.

The position of cynical defendant was based on previous attempts to co-operate and be active and
the feeling that their activity had not been noticed or accepted as they had expected.

H6: I tried to suggest that they could allow my son to, for example, sharpen pencils during lessons or
they could give him some special tasks to carry out when he has done his assignments. My pro-
posals received no positive response. So, I felt that the teacher always knows how to act at school,
and I felt that they didn’t really take into account anything that I proposed.

After some attempts to generate dialogue about planning support together with school, the parents
decided how to continue. One possibility was to stop initiating conversations and withdraw from inter-
action. Sometimes descriptions of parents’ experiences in this position were devastating. After trying
everything possible and feeling as if they were giving up, the parents first pondered their child’s posi-
tion in the school society and then considered whether they should take the role of active opponents
again. Undertaking long-term, active, and continuous challenges to the system in a school-based envir-
onment demanded a great deal of energy, which they usually did not have. They were also forced to
wonder what the consequences of their taking this path would be for their child and whether their tak-
ing a tighter grip on the issues would be fruitful if nobody was listening. According to the interview, the
parents could only escape this position by waiting for a change of teacher or school.

Discussion

In this study, we sought to identify the critical aspects of involvement influencing parental experiences
of collaboration and to examine how these aspects shape their perceived positions in planning support
with school professionals. According to the interview data, parents’ experiences varied based on their
volitional intensity to participate in the discussions and their interpretation of environment of dicussions.
Together, these aspects form the outcome space, within which four parenting positions were derived:
equal partner, active opponent, satisfied follower, and cynical defendant.

Parents’ perceptions were explored within the framework of inclusive education, which views collab-
oration as an interactive process involving diverse stakeholders. This process unfolds through a con-
tinuum of meetings, communications, and actions, reflecting varying levels of intention and cooperation.
The data revealed contradictions in areas such as emotions, facts, interactions, environments, time con-
straints, and reciprocal relations. Notably, the degree of inclusivity and operational consistency varied
even within the same school.
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The findings underscore the need to critically examine the inclusiveness of the educational practices
in Finland, which appears to maintain elements of a dual system (Niemi & Mietola, 2023). Parents’ posi-
tion in home–school collaboration often arose through a process of trial and error. Their engagement
was context-dependent, shaped by prior experiences and the environment. Consequently, professionals
require enhanced training to foster effective collaboration practices outside of classroom with parents
(Artiles et al., 2006).

From the parents’ perspective, schools sometimes appear to be isolated systems, disconnected from exter-
nal input. When parents were not satisfied and did not have trusting relationships with school personnel,
they had no realistic opportunities to affect the schools’ everyday practices, causing them to feel excluded
from the planning process. This finding aligns with prior research highlighting barriers to parental participa-
tion (e.g. Cavendish & Connor, 2018; Tucker & Schwartz, 2013; Zeitlin & Curcic, 2014). The parents also
described a lack of clear protocols in home–school interactions. They observed significant variability in teach-
ers’ approaches to meetings, even within the same institution. As noted by Doronkin et al. (2020), IEP meet-
ings often reflect the teachers’ priorities, potentially ignoring students’ and families’ needs, preferences, and
interests. Similarly, Sanderson and Goldman (2023) found that approximately 40% of parents reported some
degree of dissatisfaction with their child’s IEP, suggesting global issues with these processes.

To genuinely promote inclusivity and parental involvement in education, Finnish schools must adopt
more open and transparent dialogue practices. Previous studies (B€o€ok & Per€al€a-Littunen, 2015; Tveit,
2009; Zeitlin & Curcic, 2014) have similarly emphasised the importance of reciprocal respect and trust in
fostering meaningful collaboration. The rights of parents and their children are stipulated, but they can-
not always trust that such rights will be respected by all professionals in every school. Every parent we
interviewed had experienced fluent cooperation and trusting relationships with school personnel, but
the quality of cooperation was not very consistent.

Surprisingly, the data did not reveal any efforts by schools to inform parents of their rights or oppor-
tunities to influence support planning. Parents were typically invited to participate at a later phase, often
without clear guidance.Parents are not a homogenous group: their intentions, goals, and capabilities dif-
fer, and even the same parent may respond differently in different situations. Successful cooperation in
inclusive education depends on cultivating a shared culture of learning, discussion, and negotiation (e.g.
Ainscow, 2020; Kozleski & Waitoller, 2010; Tveit, 2009).

For both parents and school personnel, learning how to interact, express emotions, and understand
the positions they can take or offer to one other is an ongoing process. As Zeitlin and Curcic (2014)
noted, there may be misunderstandings that lead to mistrust, for example, when educational professio-
nals unknowingly engage families in negative ways that marginalise or even reject the insights parents
try to offer. Negative surprises or a lack of relevant information about issues before a meeting can nega-
tively impact parents’ sense of cooperation. Moreover, if they feel excluded or undermined, their willing-
ness to participate in the process diminishes (Berryhill, 2017). Participants emphasised that meetings
could be very emotional experiences, and they expressed strong feelings about these meetings. While
routine for teachers, these interactions are often profoundly significant for families. Parents viewed their
participation in decision-making as crucial. Overall, trust and mutual respect are essential for creating a
positive environment where parents and school professionals can work together to promote children’s
academic progress and well-being.

To gain a comprehensive understanding of collaboration between parents and educators, it is impor-
tant to consider all stakeholders involved in the process. Analysing the dynamics of the group surround-
ing the student as a longitudinal arrangement is vital for understanding the multi-functional
cooperation that occurs in the planning process. Research limited to the perspective of parents, teachers,
or support professionals in isolation risks amplifying points of conflict. This limitation should be acknowl-
edged when interpreting the findings of this study. Additionally, it should be noted that the student’s
experience of participating in support planning has received comparatively little research attention.

Conclusions

Based on the results of this study, it can be concluded that parental involvement in their children’s edu-
cation and home–school interactions during support planning occurs in various ways. However, such
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involvement is not always optimal, despite the Finnish National Core Curriculum (FNAE, 2016) emphasis-
ing the importance of collaboration with parents. The data include descriptions of instances where the
law was not followed. For school personnel, it is essential to develop approaches and skills that build
trust and foster respectful relationships with parents. Such skills are crucial for ensuring parents’ mean-
ingful participation, as intended by law, to effectively support children.

Moreover, attention should be paid to enhancing the interactional skills of all multi-professional per-
sonnel working in schools. Adequate knowledge and training in cooperative skills should be integrated
into both initial and in-service teacher education, especially within teacher practicum programmes.
Professionals must also recognise the inherent imbalances in support planning processes to ensure
parents can actively and meaningfully engage in central discussions about their children’s needs.
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