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Understanding Syrian parents’ educational involvement in their children’s 
primary education in Turkey 
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A B S T R A C T   

Parental involvement in education is significant for children’s schooling experience and their cognitive and 
academic development. It also plays a role in refugee children’s success and integration in the host country. 
However, understanding refugee parents’ educational involvement can be a complex issue because of their 
different cultural beliefs and unique challenges as refugees. Drawing on 20 in-depth interviews with Syrian 
parents in Turkey, this study examines how they are involved in their children’s primary education. The findings 
indicate that the type and degree of parents’ involvement are shaped by their capabilities, resources, and 
challenges. Focusing only on parents’ perspectives, this study fills a gap in understanding Syrian parents’ 
involvement in their children’s education in Turkey. Syrian parents were interested and involved in their chil-
dren’s education, but home-based involvement, the most frequent type, is often invisible to school staff. They 
were less involved in other ways because of a variety of challenges and a lack of capabilities and resources.   

1. Introduction 

Parental involvement in education is important for the school 
experience as well as cognitive and academic development of children 
(Englund et al., 2004; El Nokali et al., 2010; Yıldırım & Dönmez, 2008). 
Research on understanding how and to what extent parents are involved 
in their children’s education has a long tradition (Epstein, 1995; Fan-
tuzzo et al., 2000; Xu, 2017). In parallel with the increase in the numbers 
of international migrants and refugees in the last two decades, the 
research in this field has gradually started to focus on migrant and 
refugee parents’ educational involvement in the countries of immigra-
tion (Caplan, 2000; Cun, 2020; Matthiesen, 2016; McBrien, 2011; Snell, 
2018). However, in such studies, the role of refugee and migrant parents 
in education has been emphasized for children’s educational success and 
integration. When parents are refugees, understanding their involve-
ment is complex as it can be shaped by their cultural beliefs on educa-
tional roles and their unique financial and linguistic challenges. 

Despite the high number of Syrian refugees in Turkey, research on 
Syrian refugee parents’ educational involvement is a relatively new 
topic. The first Syrian refugees arrived in Turkey in 2011, after the 
outbreak of the Syrian civil war. The number of under-aged Syrian ref-
ugees has reached 1.7 million. Almost 400.000 of them are first to fourth 
graders (UNHCR, 2020). This staggering number of Syrian children led 

to concern among international organizations about a ‘lost generation.’ 
Multiple stakeholders, including UNICEF and World Vision, launched 
the No Lost Generation Initiative, which emphasizes the key role of 
education especially for Turkey (UNICEF, 2016). In the meantime, the 
Turkish government adopted a full accession policy of Syrian children to 
national schools, to stimulate integration (UNHCR, 2016), and closed 
Temporary Education Centers (TEC), the alternative education facilities 
providing Arabic education by Syrian teachers using a Syrian curricu-
lum. The percentage of Syrian children that received education in na-
tional schools increased from 20% in 2015 to 96% in 2019. Following 
this increase, the integration, adaptation and educational performance 
of Syrian children has received much more attention than Syrian par-
ents’ experiences and involvement, although their involvement is 
important for their children’s educational success and integration. To 
our knowledge, there is only one study focusing on Syrian parents’ 
involvement in their children’s education in Turkey (Zengin Ata-
s-Akdemir, 2020). However, this study is limited to the teachers’ per-
spectives on parents’ involvement. Thus, parents’ specific challenges to 
their involvement, and their beliefs about their roles remain unclear. 
Against this background, we investigated the extent to which Syrian 
parents are involved in their children’s education and which challenges 
may reduce their involvement. After all, Syrian children’s educational 
success has long-term consequences both at the individual level and 
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societal level. 

2. The concept of parental involvement in education 

Research on whether home as an institution plays a role in children’s 
education has a long tradition especially in the field of sociology and 
education (Epstein, 1990; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Parsons, 1949). 
Among studies within the scope of home-school connection, parental 
involvement and its significant role became the focus of the debate 
(Epstein, 1995; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Lareau, 1989). Some au-
thors have driven further research on different factors shaping and 
influencing level and patterns of parental involvement, especially social 
class and gender roles (Lareau, 1989). Thus, historically, it has been 
acknowledged that theories regarding parental involvement mostly 
stemmed from sociological perspectives which enriched our under-
standing of parental involvement (Avvisati et al., 2010). Parental 
involvement is generally conceptualized as a multidimensional 
construct (Fantuzzo et. al., 1995; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Xu, 
2017) and has been defined as parenting behaviors aiming to support 
and to increase children’s educational outcomes (Boyle & Benner, 
2020). Thereby, parents are considered to influence their children’s 
cognitive development and school success either directly or indirectly 
(Fantuzzo et. al., 1995). 

The most-recognized theoretical multidimensional framework on 
parental involvement has been developed from a sociological perspec-
tive. It distinguishes six types of parental involvement in elementary, 
middle, and high schools: (1) parenting: providing basic needs for chil-
dren, (2) learning at home: activities that support and assist children’s 
learning process, (3) communicating: with teachers on children’s issues 
or progress, (4) volunteering: participating in classroom activities, (5) 
decision-making: participating in school decisions, and (6) collaborating 
with the community: using the community services and resources 
(Epstein, 1995). 

Based on these six types of involvements, which did not include early 
education, (Epstein, 1995), a later study developed a multidimensional 
scale of parental involvement from an educational perspective with the 
purpose of addressing parental involvement in kindergarten and early 
elementary education (Fantuzzo et al., 2000). Similar to the purpose of 
the current study, this later study was conducted only with parents to 
increase cultural validity (Fantuzzo et al., 2000), whereas the former 
study also involved teachers and students (Epstein, 1995). Thus, 
parental involvement was combined into three types of involvement 
excluding the involvement types of ‘parenting and collaborating with 
the community’: school-based (attending school activities with chil-
dren), home-based (actively initiating and participating in children’s 
learning process), and home-school conferencing (communicating with 
school staff about children’s progress). These three types have been used 
in most studies focusing on both sociological and educational perspec-
tives from early education to high school (Garbacz et al., 2015; Goshin 
et al., 2021; Manz et al., 2004; Sui-Chu & Willms, 1996). In this regard, 
we structured our findings by building upon sociological and educa-
tional research in light of these three types: home-based involvement, 
school-based involvement and home-school communication. 

2.1. Importance of parental involvement 

Although parental involvement is conceptualized in different ways, 
its importance on young children’s academic and cognitive development 
has been well-established. It is especially the case for primary education. 
Because primary school children are young, their parents play a primary 
role in their socialization (Boyle & Benner, 2020) and in supporting their 
education (Goshin et al., 2021). 

Several researchers found a positive relation of parental involvement 
with children’s academic and socioemotional development (Englund 
et al. 2004; El Nokali et al., 2010; Jordan et al. 2009; Yıldırım & 
Dönmez, 2008). These previous studies emphasized that parental 

involvement in early years increased further academic success by 
improving learning and mathematical development of children and 
student literacy (Englund et al. 2004; Jordan et al. 2009;). Furthermore, 
parental involvement increased children’s motivation, school attach-
ment, responsibility, and confidence (Yıldırım & Dönmez, 2008). When 
parents are more involved, children are found to be better adapted so-
cially and have less discipline problems (Kotaman, 2008). It also helps 
increase children’s social skills and reduce behavior problems at schools 
(El Nokali et al., 2010). Such positive effects of parental involvement 
during the early years of education are argued to continue in children’s 
further education (Bub et al., 2007; El Nokali et al., 2010). 

Others examined the effects of parental involvement on young chil-
dren who have migration experience. These studies have shown that 
parental involvement is important for the integration and the reduction 
of ethnic educational inequalities in the countries of immigration (Fra-
ter-Mathieson, 2004; Fleischmann & de Haas, 2016; Jeynes, 2017). 
Schools are seen as an important facilitator for refugee children’s inte-
gration into society (Frater-Mathieson, 2004). 

A recent meta-analysis involving 28 studies on the relation between 
parental involvement of Latino parents in the U.S. and their children’s 
academic achievement and school behavior found that migrant parents’ 
involvement in their children’s education reduced their achievement 
gap with US-born children (Jeynes, 2017). As stated in a comparative 
study on Dutch, Moroccan, and Turkish migrant parents in the 
Netherlands, primary school is the most important phase to reduce 
educational inequalities based on ethnicity (Fleischmann & de Haas, 
2016). Refugee parents’ involvement is not only important for their 
children’s academic and social development, but also for their integra-
tion and tackling inequalities. 

2.2. Understanding of migrant and refugee parents’ involvement 

An increasing number of studies indicated that understanding of 
migrant and refugee parents’ perspectives on their involvement in 
children’s education may be complicated due to perceived cultural dif-
ferences by parents, teachers, and school administrators (Cun, 2020; 
Matthiesen, 2016; Koyama & Bakuza, 2017; McBrien, 2011). Teachers 
and school administrators tend to position migrant parents as less 
involved in their children’s education compared with the societal ma-
jority (Bergset, 2017). Two important reasons have been given for this 
(mis-)perception of lower parental involvement in children’s education 
among migrants. First, migrant parents may experience some 
migration-related challenges such as language difficulties or discrimi-
natory behaviors toward them that might lower their parental involve-
ment (Cun, 2020; Caplan, 2000; Koyama & Bakuza, 2017). The burden 
of these challenges is mostly born by migrant women, because the re-
sponsibilities for young children, fall primarily to mothers (Kittay, 1999; 
Lareau, 2000). 

Second, migrant parents may have a different perception of the role 
in their children’s education because of their cultural background. These 
differences may be interpreted by school administrators as a lack of 
parental involvement (Matthiesen, 2016; McBrien, 2011; Snell, 2018). 

As an example of how culture may shape misunderstandings between 
parents and teachers, a study was conducted on migrant and refugee 
parents’ school engagement and perspectives in their child’s elementary 
school education in Southern Arizona (Snell, 2018). In that study, par-
ents thought that the teachers were responsible for children’s academic 
growth and that parents were responsible for children’s respect and 
manners. However, these behaviors did not meet the expectations of 
teachers and were interpreted as inadequate engagement due to the low 
attendance of parents to school activities or parent-teacher conferences. 
Another study argued that the Somalian culture to accept teachers’ 
authority without question was the main reason for the silence of 
Somalian refugee parents during school meetings in Denmark (Mat-
thiesen, 2016). In both these studies, parental involvement did not meet 
the expectations of schools or teachers. 

D. Karaagac et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              



International Journal of Educational Research Open 3 (2022) 100184

3

Besides cultural differences, specific challenges that migrant and 
refugee parents face may prevent their involvement in their children’s 
education. Many studies showed that the language barrier limited 
migrant parents’ involvement in their children’s education (Cun, 2020; 
Caplan, 2000; Koyama & Bakuza, 2017; McBrien, 2011). A study in the 
U.S. on Burmese refugees found that language was the foremost barrier 
for families to help with their children’s homework and communicate 
with teachers (Cun, 2020). In another study conducted in a 
North-eastern city in the U.S., many refugee parents stated that lack of 
English language knowledge and not having a translator at school 
caused an obstacle for their involvement in school events (Koyama & 
Bakuza, 2017). Another study on Muslim refugee parents from Syria and 
Iraq in the American educational system found that discrimination and 
xenophobia limited the level of parental involvement (Cureton, 2020). 
That study indicated that an inclusive school environment made parents 
more likely to be involved. Other common barriers lessening parental 
involvement can be stated as limited resources including transportation 
or childcare (Caplan, 2000), lack of time due to long working hours 
(McBrien, 2011), or lack of confidence to help children in their educa-
tion (Fleischmann & de Haas, 2016). 

2.3. Syrian parents’ involvement in Turkey 

Despite the interest in Syrian children in Turkish schools, only one 
study has focused on Syrian refugee parents’ involvement in their chil-
dren’s education by interviewing ten teachers in Mersin, Turkey (Zengin 
& Ataş-Akdemir, 2020). According to the findings of that study, Syrian 
parental involvement was low because of language barriers. Moreover, 
teachers perceived that Syrian parents did not invest so much time in 
education in Turkey due to their possible return to Syria. 

Although there are a few studies that provide information to some 
extent on the involvement of Syrian refugee parents, these studies were 
investigating the challenges, integration, or educational barriers that 
children experience rather than parental involvement. Although they 
also addressed that Syrian parents did not take an effective role or were 
not interested in their children’s education, the interviews were con-
ducted with teachers, school staff or students rather than parents 
(Aykırı, 2017; Kılıç & Toker Gokce, 2018; Sarmini et al., 2020). For 
example, a recent study conducted interviews with 17 elementary 
school teachers in the city of Gaziantep, which is close to the Syrian 
border, on the integration of Syrian children in Turkey (Sarmini et al., 
2020). That study argued that the lack of communication between 
teachers and parents might have caused an impression on teachers that 
Syrian parents did not adequately invest in or care about their children’s 
education. Another study using interviews with 37 Syrian students, 18 
teachers, and 4 school principals regarding the educational problems of 
Syrian students in basic education found that Syrian parents did not 
sufficiently support their children and were not interested in visiting 
schools, which affected students’ motivation negatively (Kılıç & Toker 
Gokce, 2018). Again, this conclusion was based on a research design in 
which the parents were not interviewed. 

Turkish teachers found involvement of Syrian parents as inadequate, 
whereas Syrian teachers found that Syrian parents were interested in 
their children’s education and were collaborative (Balkar et al., 2016). 
However, this finding is not particularly surprising given that the study 
focused on the Temporary Education Centres (TEC) which provided 
education in Arabic to Syrian children with Syrian curriculum by Syrian 
teachers. This research may indicate that Syrian parents will be involved 
when there are no cultural or language barriers. 

Parental involvement in education has never been addressed from 
the parental perspective for Syrian refugees in Turkey. Without knowing 
parents’ experiences and perspectives, we are left with inadequate in-
formation on parents’ different types of involvement, particularly home- 
based involvement as well as their concerns about involvement. We aim 
to investigate Syrian parents’ experiences and parenting styles to 
address the Syrian parents’ involvement in education properly. This 

study is the first step toward enhancing our understanding of parents’ 
involvement in primary education through in-depth interviews with 
parents rather than teachers. 

3. Research design 

This study draws on semi-structured interviews with parents from 
Syria in Istanbul, the Turkish city in which 483,455 Syrian refugees live 
(DGMM, 2020). The first author interviewed a total of twenty parents 
(seventeen individuals and three couples) who had at least one child 
going to primary school at the time of interview. In this study, children’s 
experiences at schools including challenges, relationships with peers 
and teachers, parents’ communication with their children about the 
lessons, course content, and homework were explored. The interviews 
were conducted between September 2019 and February 2020. 

A purposive sampling technique was used to reach the respondents. 
In the first step, seven NGOs in Istanbul, which were members of the 
European Legal Network on Asylum (ELENA) Index working under the 
European Council of Refugee Exile (ECRE), were contacted by the first 
author. These NGOs helped to reach fourteen initial interviewees. 
Because these NGOs were providing their services during daytime, 
beneficiaries were mainly single or married mothers. Furthermore, male 
refugees were not at the NGOs due to their presence at work. Therefore, 
gatekeepers mostly provided mothers’ contact information. Only three 
of the fourteen interviews were conducted in the fathers’ presence. 
These fathers participated in the interviews only to some extent. 

Snowball sampling was used to recruit the remaining six in-
terviewees. Participants preferred to provide contact information of 
mothers rather than fathers not only becausetheir network mainly 
comprised other mothers, but also the first author and the translator 
were female. 

All participants had arrived in Turkey before 2015. Fourteen par-
ticipants had one child going to primary school and the others had two. 
There were twenty-six children aged between 6 to 11 years old; 14 
children were male and 12 female. 

Three female participants did not know their husbands’ where-
abouts, so they mentioned their husbands as ‘lost’. All parents were 
living in different districts and each was at a different school. All chil-
dren had started primary school in Turkey. Three families belonged to 
Turkmen minority. Seven parents were single mothers. Table 1 displays 
the characteristics of the sample. 

The participants chose the place of interview. Sixteen of participants 
invited the first author to their home for interviews. Children were at 
school during an interview. Each interview lasted around 2-3 h. The first 
author was always offered refreshments and food, so her stay lasted 3-4 
h for each interview. Many parents were comfortable expressing their 
feelings and opinions openly to the first author. She was invited later to 
some participants’ houses for social gatherings such as lunch and 
breakfast. During this time, the first author found the opportunity to 
observe participants’ daily lives and responsibilities as well as the 
neighborhood and the housing conditions. 

Ten interviews were conducted in Arabic and the other ten in 
Turkish. Arabic interviews were conducted in the presence of a trans-
lator, who translated each sentence literally and the first author tran-
scribed the interviews literally in the computer simultaneously. The 
quotes were later translated into English by the first author. 

Thematic analysis was the main method of data analysis (Bryman, 
2012). Atlas.ti software version 8.4. was used to conduct the analysis. 
The themes were: home-based, school-based and parent-teacher 
communication involvement. Besides these parental involvement 
themes, other themes were language knowledge, discrimination, 
teachers’ approaches toward Syrians, integration, school preferences, 
and children’s educational performance. 

An ethical approval covering the research protocol, consent letter, 
and interview questions was obtained from the University of [OMITTED 
FOR PEER REVIEW]. 

D. Karaagac et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              



International Journal of Educational Research Open 3 (2022) 100184

4

4. Results 

4.1. Home-based involvement 

Participants in this study did not only emphasize the importance of 
primary education but also called it the most important level of educa-
tion. They perceived primary school as a period in which their children 
learn manners, develop good character, and learn the necessary 
knowledge and life skills. As most parents stated, children can learn such 
knowledge and skills only in the school environment. For example, for 
Rashad, primary school is the place where her child builds his personal 
characteristics and learns how to express his opinions: 

“Especially primary education is very important. Two things are very 
important. First thing is to build our personal habits and opinions, 
second thing is to talk about behaviors. I believe primary education is 
the beginning of this. If school can give this to the child, the child will 
be a great person to society.” (Rashad, 50 years old, mother of five) 

All participants were eager to follow up their children’s progress and 
engaged in home-based involvement behaviors. All parents regardless of 
their availability or language knowledge stated that they communicate 
with their children everyday through asking questions about their 
homework and how their day passed at school. Lutfiye was a single 
mother working full-time every day with very little Turkish language 
knowledge. Even though it was difficult to findtime for her son, she was 
still keen on being involved in his education. She said: 

“I barely see my son. Usually, I come home, and he is sleepy, so he 
sleeps right away. […] I spoke a few words [of Turkish] as much as I 
can to help a Turkish customer and understand what they want. 
However, I always try to check upon my son’s lessons. I ask ‘how are 
your lessons? Can you do it?” (Lutfiye, 33 years old, mother of one) 

Parents engaged more frequently in homework support rather than 
communication with teachers or school administrators. Parents’ lan-
guage knowledge or the availability of other persons with such knowl-
edge shaped the extent to which parents could help their children with 
homework. For example, Hasefe was a single mother with two children 
enrolled in the first grade and was working as an Arabic-Turkish 
translator. She found her regular involvement important to increase 
her children’s educational attainment and helped with their homework 
and reviewed their lesson’s directly. She expressed that: 

“As my children are young, I check their lessons every day. I ask what 
they have done and if their teachers gave them homework. If they did 
not understand a topic, I explain in Arabic to make them understand 
better. I believe this is very important especially in the first year. If I 
check every day, my children find their lessons important. Other-
wise, they will lie to me [about having/doing their homework] or 
will not think education is important.” (Hasefe, 28 years old, mother 
of two) 

However, not all parents in this study are as proficient in Turkish as 
Hasefe. When parents have language difficulties, their participation 
with homework and lessons can be challenging. In such cases, some 
parents prefer to use online sources and/or translation services to help 
their children. For example, Cemile barely knew Turkish but wanted to 
help her son with his homework. Because primary school covers basic 
knowledge, she was able to understand and explain the topic to her son 
after she learned through online sources. After all, the first years of 
primary school is not only about learning writing and reading of the 
Turkish language but also basic knowledge, skills, and behaviors. She 
explained that: 

“I wait for my children to come home every day and ask how their 
lessons went. It is easier to help my son, who is in the fourth grade. 

Table 1 
Participant characteristics.  

Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity Legal status Age Spousal Situation Number of Children (Gender, Age) 

Cemile Female Arab TPS 34 Alive 2 Boys (10, 16) 
Hasefe Female Arab TPS/Applied for Citizenship 28 Deceased 1 Boy (6) 

1 Girl (7) 
Ayse Female Turkmen TPS 34 Lost 2 Boys (4, 5) 

5 Girls (9, 9, 12, 13,17) 
Aliye Female Arab TPS 27 Alive 3 Boys (0, 9, 11) 
Halide Female Arab TPS 37 Lost 2 Boys (10, 17) 

1 Girl (12) 
Fatma Female Arab TPS 32 Deceased 2 Boys (10, 13) 

2 Girls (5, 5, 12) 
Aya Female Arab TPS 36 Lost 3 Girls (9, 15, 16) 
Hayriye Female Arab TPS 24 Alive 2 Boys (6, 9) 

1 Girl (3) 
Hadil & Mahmut 

(father) 
Female & Male Arab Turkish Citizen 35 & 38 Alive 3 Boys (0, 2, 9) 

2 Girls (12, 14) 
Salime Female Arab TPS 27 Alive 1 Girl (2) 

2 Boys (8, 10) 
Aymen & Emir 

(father) 
Female & Male Arab TPS 30 & 34 Alive 1 Boy (6) 

1 Girl (10) 
Ola Female Arab TPS 32 Alive 2 Boys (9, 11) 

1 Girl (4) 
Karsu Female Arab Turkish Citizen 36 Alive 5 Girls (6, 8, 9, 15, 18) 

1 Boy (14) 
Amine Female Arab Turkish Citizen 51 Alive 3 Boys (0, 23, 25) 

3 Girls (10, 18, 21) 
Isra Female Arab TPS 29 Alive 4 Girls (2, 7, 10, 14) 
Rashed Female Arab TPS 50 Alive 3 Boys (10, 21, 25) 

2 Girls (26, 30) 
Elif & Ahmed (father) Female & Male Arab TPS 36 & 28 Alive 3 Boys (8, 15, 18) 

1 Girl (8) 
Leyla Female Arab TPS 29 Separated 2 Boys (10, 11) 
Lutfiye Female Arab TPS 33 Deceased 1 Boy (11) 
Seyma Female Arab TPS 27 Deceased 1 Girl (9)  
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He tells me what he did not understand. I open YouTube in Arabic 
and learn. Then, I explain it to my son. Sometimes, I use Google 
Translate to understand the meaning of words.” (Cemile, 34 years 
old, mother of two) 

Another example is Aliye, who does not know Turkish at all. It is 
important for her and her husband to check homework and review 
lessons because they think their children will take lessons seriously and 
be more successful. Therefore, she uses videos to understand the lessons 
and then explains it to her child: 

“My child comes home every day. I ask him what he has done in 
school. So that he cares about school. It is important for his success. I 
open his notebooks and books to see what they have done. Actually, I 
do not know Turkish. However, I can see the difference between the 
day before and the day after. Sometimes my child asks me a question. 
I write to Google in Arabic and we watch videos together. Sometimes 
I made him to ask his dad [Aliye’s husband] checking homework.” 
(Aliye, 34 years old, mother of three) 

Some Syrian parents may lack confidence in their capability to 
support their children that limits their direct involvement, which is also 
indicated in another study conducted with Dutch, Turkish, and Moroc-
can primary school-aged children (Fleischmann & de Haas, 2016). Their 
lack of confidence is related to their lack of knowledge of the Turkish 
language. They sought help from others, often an older sibling. For 
example, Ayse had a primary school degree in Syria and could not read 
or write in Turkish. For that reason, she said that she preferred asking 
her older daughter to help in the younger ones’ lessons. In Ayse’s words: 

“I ask my daughters about their homework, but I do not know 
Turkish, so I ask my older daughter to help my younger daughters. 
My older daughter is already helping my neighbors’ [Syrian] kids.” 
(Ayse, 34 years old, mother of seven) 

Halide is another example of how language becomes a barrier to 
participate more in her child’s homework and lessons directly. She has a 
graduate diploma from Syria and was working as a kindergarten teacher 
in a private Syrian, Arabic language school in Istanbul. She does not 
think that she can help her son due to her lack of Turkish language 
knowledge. As her older son’s academic success is not enough to help his 
younger siblings, she brings her son to an NGO for support: 

“I ask my son about his lesson every day. I check his notebooks every 
day, but it does not make any difference as I do not understand. 
Sometimes I translate but it takes time and does not help him. There 
is a Turkish NGO helping Syrian children for their lessons volun-
tarily. I bring my son once a week, but it is not enough. There is also 
another Syrian NGO. I pay money to them to help my son with his 
lessons.” (Halide, 34 years old, a mother of three) 

Our findings indicate that all Syrian parents in this study were 
engaged in home-based involvement activities. Unlike the study of 
Zengin & Ataş-Akdemir (2020) and Kılıç & Toker Gokce (2018), who 
found minimal parental involvement, our findings on home-based 
parental involvement may be the result of our decision to conduct in-
terviews with parents and learn from their experiences. This home-based 
involvement can be considered as a less visible involvement type for 
school staff, whom earlier studies relied upon. 

4.2. School-based involvement 

School-based involvement refers to attending and participating in 
events and meetings in school. Syrian parents in our study participated 
in school-based involvement as they attended parent-teacher conference 
(PTC) meetings. Furthermore, in parallel with earlier research (Kittay, 

1999; Lareau, 2000), we found that mothers were primarily partici-
pating in meetings rather than fathers. They were involved in these 
meetings for two reasons. First, PTC meetings were considered as an 
opportunity especially for parents with lack of Turkish knowledge to 
have information about their children and lessons. For instance, Aymen 
did not know Turkish so PTC meetings were the only time when she felt 
more comfortable to ask questions to the teachers and learn about her 
child’s progress: 

“I hesitate to go to school [alone]. I feel that there is no point and the 
translator may not translate everything. Maybe the teacher will not 
take me seriously or I will not be able to answer the teacher’s 
questions. […] I only try to go to the parent-teacher meetings. I bring 
a translator with me. I ask the teacher at the meeting if there is a 
problem related to my child. She said nothing bad about my child.” 
(Aymen, 30 years old, mother of two) 

Second, for some parents going to PTC meetings is important not 
only to check their children’s progress but also to prevent any potential 
mistreatments or to increase teachers’ attention to their children. For 
example, Karsu thinks her appearance in school shows her support and 
care for her child that would protect her son in the school. She said: 

“Parent goes to the school if the teacher, if the teacher calls, the child 
has a problem or to ask her [teacher] child’s situation. If a parent 
goes, the teacher looks after that child. I go to the parent-teacher 
meetings because I do not want the school to say that ‘mother or 
father of this Syrian child does not come’. I even went for a few other 
Syrian parents for their children.” (Karsu, 36 years old, mother of six) 

Alongside earlier research (Koyama & Bakuza, 2017) that found that 
language was a barrier for school involvement, we found that there were 
additional challenges that reduced the participation of Syrian parents 
into school activities despite their desire for involvement. An unwel-
coming environment may make Syrian parents feel excluded. Fatima 
wanted to be in contact with the teacher as she emphasized school-based 
involvement. However, the response she got from the teacher made her 
shy away completely. She said: 

“In the beginning, I asked the teacher to have her number. Teacher 
told me ‘you do not know Turkish. Why do you want it?’ I do not go 
to the parent-teaching meetings. I only attended once or twice. I 
cannot communicate with the teacher. Why should I go? Even if I 
bring a translator, it could not be done simultaneously. I would miss 
many things.” (Fatma, 32 years old, mother of four children) 

In such cases, attending those meetings does not necessarily mean 
that parents can be actively involved. Parents’ lack of language knowl-
edge and treatment of school staff affect parents’ degree of involvement. 
For example, Salime’s Turkish language knowledge is very limited and 
her children have serious challenges with her friends, lessons, and the 
teacher. Although she is keen to support her child and to communicate 
with the teacher to help her child more effectively, the way the teacher 
treated her made her feel excluded. This situation caused her to be less 
involved. 

“I go to the parent-teacher meetings. I do not understand much. I ask 
a Turkmen origin woman to translate for me. When I do not under-
stand, the teacher does not care. I ask questions to the teacher with 
my limited Turkish, but because I don’t know Turkish well, it be-
comes a problem. I cannot express my concerns and school does not 
listen to me. […] However, I go whenever they call, or when my 
child has problems” (Salime, 27 years old, mother of three) 

Furthermore, when parents do have caring responsibilities, they can 
neither visit schools nor attend PTC meetings. For example, Ayşe’s twin 
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daughters were in the fourth grade during the interviews and Ayşe could 
only attend the PTC meetings while her daughters were in the first 
grade. She explained her not being able to go to these meetings was 
mainly because of her family constellation. In addition, she did not have 
any childcare support for her younger ones. 

“I do not go parent-teacher meeting or visit the school. I have two 
younger kids. It is hard to go with them. I have no place to drop them 
off. My husband is in Syria now. When my husband was here, I was 
going.” (Ayşe, 34 years old, mother of seven) 

Work responsibility was also another challenge for parents who 
would like to attend those meetings. Seyma is a single mother working in 
a textile factory six days a week and following up WhatsApp group 
conversations constantly. Although she was involved and caring for her 
child’s education through home-based involvement due to her work-
load, she has not seen any of the school staff in person. 

“I work hard. I work six days a week. I neither visit the school nor 
attend the parent-teacher meeting. […] There is a WhatsApp group 
with other parents and the class teacher. My daughter tells me if 
anything important is written there [in the WhatsApp group]. I 
would still go to meet the teachers if I had time.” (Seyma, 27 years 
old, mother of one) 

Unlike home-based involvement, school-based involvement requires 
parents to visit schools and communicate with the teachers. We found a 
lesser degree of parents’ involvement at schools when compared with 
the home-based involvement. It is not that parents are not or less 
interested in their children’s education, but our finding is mainly related 
to parents’ available resources, language knowledge as well as the 
school environment. 

4.3. Parent-teacher communication 

Many parents in this study communicated with teachers through 
either calling or visiting the schools separately. Similar to an earlier 
study conducted with Somali, Vietnamese, and Iranian refugee mothers 
with primary and elementary school aged children in the USA (McBrien, 
2011), long work hours can be a challenge for parental involvement. In 
this regard, communication with teachers through (video) calls can be a 
solution for parents who cannot go to the school due to lack of time. For 
example, Lutfiye cannot visit the school because of her long work hours, 
but she calls the teacher to ask about her children’s progress. 

“Unfortunately, I can’t go to school. I don’t have any time. I appre-
ciate the teacher who let me to take the contact number. Sometimes I 
call the teacher to ask my child’s progress. I have called 5-6 times. I 
called with a translator. My neighbor knows Turkish and she helps me. 
The teacher always responded my calls.” (Lutfiye, 33 years old, mother 
of one) 

However, when children have problems with their lessons, class-
mates or teacher, parents perceived that they need to meet the teacher 
in-person. It was only through such meetings that participants thought 
teachers would be willing to solve the problem their children were going 
through. For example, Hasefe goes to the school when her children have 
problems. She perceived that showing up in person at the school would 
signal her care and involvement. In so doing, Hasefe thought that it 
would not only solve her children’s problems, but would also lead the 
teacher to care more about her children and treat them better. 

“I go to the school once a month or once in two months. I go when the 
teacher calls me or if there are any problems that my children cannot 
solve by themselves. Sometimes they can have problems with other kids. 
I speak with the teachers. Last year, I was going more as my daughter’s 
lessons were worse. [...] I think going to the school is important for the 
teacher. If a mother or father takes care of their child, the teacher be-
comes better and more careful. Teachers know that if anything happens, 

parents will come. Then they [teachers] take care of these children.” 
(Hasefe, 28 years old, mother of two) 

Similarly, whenever her son had a problem in the school, Halide also 
always visited the school to speak with the teacher together with a 
translator. For her, visiting the school is also a way to defend and to 
protect her son from the potential future problems and mistreatment 
from the teachers. 

“I go there [the school] not to leave my kids alone because there are 
some problems. My son is being bullied and I need to go. I never leave 
school without finding a solution [...] If I do not stand up for my son, he 
never tells me his problems again. School should know that I take care of 
my son. I believe the teacher behaves more aggressively towards stu-
dents whose parents do not come. Teachers are likely to get angry at 
these children more because teachers know that these children’s parents 
will not come.” (Halide, 34 years old, mother of three) 

Many participants emphasized the necessity to speak with the 
teachers to ensure proper treatment and care for their children. In this 
regard, parents’ communication with the teacher is not limited only to 
when children have problems. For example, Hadil’s children were suc-
cessful and they rarely had any problems. She did not feel the need to go 
to the school because she could follow up her child’s progress through 
parent-teacher meetings. In addition, she could keep up with the updates 
through participating in the WhatsApp group of the class because she is 
fluent in Turkish. However, she further engaged in this type of 
involvement for her son’s well-being at the school. 

“I go to the school to meet with teachers once a month or once in two 
months. I also write on WhatsApp. There is a WhatsApp group in which 
parents communicate. For this reason, there is actually no need to go 
much. I go to the parent-teacher meeting. However, I still go to meet 
with teachers to ask about my son’s progress. I observe from my Turkish 
teacher colleagues that if a parent comes, the teacher pays more atten-
tion and behaves carefully. Therefore, I want the school to know he is my 
son, and I am taking care of my son.” (Hadil, 35 years old, mother of 
five) 

According to the participants, teachers’ discriminatory attitudes may 
lessen parents’ degree of involvement. This was also found in an earlier 
study that examined Muslim refugee parents from Syria and Iraq in the 
USA. In our sample, Salime, who barely speaks Turkish, wanted to 
communicate with her daughter’s teacher about her daughter’s prob-
lems with her classmates. The teacher’s lack of communication in person 
or by phone and the expectation for an apology from Salime due to 
Salime’s repeated calls and messages caused Salime’s to feel discrimi-
nated against. Therefore, she decided not to communicate with the 
teacher anymore. She expressed her frustration as follows: 

“My daughter said ‘a child hit me and I fell’. I sent a message to the 
teacher after my daughter hit her head. The teacher did not reply. 
Then, I sent another message. I sent a voice recording. Then the class 
mother [contact person of the teacher] called me and said ‘say sorry 
from the teacher’. The teacher saw my call. [The teacher] did not 
reply. [The teacher] called the class parent. I think this is discrimi-
nation. I wonder if the teacher would do the same thing to other 
Turkish parents. […] I don’t talk to the teacher now. I was going 
before [to the school] but the teacher changed. I cannot go anymore 
due to my fear. I don’t want to be mistreated.” (Isra, 27 years old, 
mother of three) 

These findings indicate that many parents in this study were trying to 
communicate with the teachers for their children’s success and well- 
being in school. As emphasized in the previous studies (e.g. Cun, 
2020; Caplan, 2000; Koyama & Bakuza, 2017), a lack of parental 
involvement as perceived by the teachers should not be directly inter-
preted as a lack of care or emphasis on their children’s education. The 
challenges that parents experience may also lessen their degree of 
involvement despite their interest to do so. 
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4.4. When some parents do not perceive parent-teacher communication 
involvement as necessary 

A few parents in this study had different opinions about parent- 
teacher communication involvement compared to the other partici-
pants. Visiting the schools or communicating with the teachers were 
only perceived as necessary by the participants when there is a situation 
that directly concerns them or their children. Teachers’ requests to 
contact them in person or children having problems in the school are 
examples of such situations. When the children were performing well, it 
lessened the parents’ involvement. For example, Amine, working in an 
NGO full-time, could follow up teacher announcements through a 
WhatsApp group. Unlike other parents who did not have time to go to 
the school, Amine did not express any concerns about not going to the 
school. According to her, her daughter was already successful and 
receiving good grades. Therefore, Amine did not perceive any benefit 
from visiting the school. 

“I never visit the school. There is a WhatsApp group consisting of 
parents and the teacher. Everything is already written there. Why should 
I go? My daughter does her homework, and her grades are good. I also do 
not go to the parent-teacher meeting because the teacher will tell me the 
things that I already know. I understand whether my child has any 
problems or not. If my children had problems, I would go. I do not have 
time now.” (Amine, 51 years old, a mother of six) 

This is similar to Hayriye, who barely speaks Turkish. While she 
could get informed during parent-teacher meetings and her child is 
successful, she does not see any reason for communicating with teachers 
apart from these meetings. 

“I only go to the parent-teacher meetings. There are translators there. 
I have not met with any teachers apart from these meetings and they did 
not call me. I cannot communicate with them. I believe they would call 
me if there is something important. My older son [in the third grade] 
speaks Turkish well and the teacher uses him as a translator. (…) My son 
becomes happy. I did not need to go to his school for this reason. If there 
was a problem, I would go for sure.” 

All those parents were closely checking upon their children and 
practiced home-based involvement. They were not opposed to the idea 
of going to school when the teacher called them or their children have a 
problem. The main rationale for their behavior cannot be explained by a 
lack of interest in their children’s education, instead because their 
children are doing well at the school, visiting the school was not deemed 
a priority. 

5. Conclusion 

In this paper we examined whether and how Syrian parents were 
involved in their children’s education. This study had three main find-
ings. First, although how and to what extent Syrian parents were 
involved is shaped by their resources and capabilities, they had genuine 
interest in their children’s education. We found that home-based 
involvement, referring to asking questions regularly about school and 
helping children with homework, was common for all Syrian partici-
pants. Second, the barriers Syrian parents experienced reduced their 
involvement despite their willingness to be involved. We found that this 
holds especially true for school-based and parent-teacher involvement. 
The major challenges were lack of Turkish language knowledge, lack of 
confidence in their capability of supporting their children, a non- 
inclusive school environment, and teacher attitudes toward parents. 
Third, when their children had problems at school, participants were 
involved in both school-based and parent-teacher communication 
activities. 

In this regard, the less positive teacher’s perception about parental 
involvement should not be directly interpreted as a lack of parental care 
for their children’s education. Our findings underline the importance of 
conducting further research on refugee parents’ involvement in their 
children’s education from their perspective. 

Our study has two main contributions. First, it contributes to the 
knowledge gap in the literature on understanding Syrian parents’ 
involvement in their children’s education from the parents’ perspec-
tives. We addressed specifically in which ways Syrian parents are 
involved in their children’s education from their perspectives rather 
than teachers and children. Investigating parents’ experiences and per-
spectives led us to unearth parents’ home-based involvement, which is a 
less visible involvement type for the school staff. 

Second, our study also adds to the literature by presenting the Syrian 
parents’ barriers that reduced their involvement. Contrary to earlier 
Turkish research (Aykırı, 2017; Kılıç & Toker Gokce, 2018; Sarmini 
et al., 2020), our findings suggest that Syrian parents cared about and 
were involved in their children’s education, but barriers reduced their 
school-based and parent-teacher communication types of involvement. 

A limitation of our study is that it was conducted only in Istanbul, 
which is the city that has the largest number of both Turkish citizens and 
Syrian refugees. Research is needed that examines the experiences of 
Syrian parents who live in Turkish border cities or in places between the 
two countries. In the border cities, the vast majority of school-aged 
children are Syrian refugees. In the accommodation centers between 
the two countries, Syrian children are the only ones that attend the 
Turkish public schools. In that sense, our findings might not generalize 
all Syrian parents’ educational involvement and barriers they face in 
Turkey. Nevertheless, our findings may help to understand how the 
Syrian parents’ involvement in their children’s education and barriers 
that they experience reduce their involvement. 

To conclude, our study serves as a starting point for further research 
on and discussion about refugee parents’ experiences and challenges 
during their educational involvement. While Syrian parents’ involve-
ment with schools and teachers has been discussed before, our findings 
may help to understand less visible types of involvement such as at home 
as well as challenges that hinder parents’ educational involvement. 
Refugee parents can be supported by providing a translator during 
parent-teacher meetings at schools, by introducing strategies to reduce 
stereotypes from the school community towards them, and by carrying 
out activities by NGOs to support refugee parents such as organizing 
programs helping refugee children’s homework or guiding refugee 
parents to navigate school systems in the host countries. Future research 
needs to be carried out to understand refugee parents’ educational 
involvement from their perspectives, also putting emphasis on how 
schools can facilitate and increase parental involvement, especially for 
refugee children’s success and integration in the host country. 
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