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“No school can work well for children if parents & teachers do 
not act in partnership on behalf of the children’s best interests”

– Dorothy H Cohen
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Executive Summary

Parents play a unique role in their children’s education as they are o�en their 
first teachers and champions for learning. They are also a vital part of a school’s 
ecosystem. Whether through their engagement with the contents of a school’s 
syllabus, discussions with teachers and principals or through voting for school 
governing bodies, parental involvement makes for a healthy schooling system.

It stands to reason that parents’ perceptions of quality education would 
impact how they engage with schools. Parents need to feel empowered and 
have sufficient knowledge about what is happening in schools to be able to 
advocate for their children’s rights and champion their education. But do we 
know enough about how parents select schools for their children or assess the 
quality of that school? Do we know enough about what parents are thinking, 
feeling and experiencing in relation to their children’s education?

Until now, there has not been sufficient qualitative and quantitative data on
the subject. So, Parent Power commissioned a national survey to measure 
parents’ perceptions and experiences of different areas that contribute to 
quality education. The survey, was carried out by the Human Sciences 
Research Council, and is the first of its kind and nationally representative.

Participants in the survey were drawn from all nine provinces and different 
socio-economic backgrounds, including those with children in no fee-schools, 
urban and rural public schools and private schools. In addition to conducting 
an extensive national survey, researchers conducted one-on-one interviews 
that formed part of a qualitative analysis providing depth to the initial 
responses contained in the survey.

Key Research Findings

How did parents assess the quality of their child’s school? Half of parents 
either said that, in comparison to their own educational experience, the overall 
standards of the school were a lot higher (29%) or a li�le higher (32%). It was 
evident that the lion’s share of parents believed that their child was doing well 
at school and said that they enjoyed a�ending.

On the issue of safety, researchers found that the majority (83%) of parents 
strongly agreed that their child’s school was safe. Bullying at schools can be 
problematic to a productive learning environment and can weaken good
quality education. A quarter of parents believed this was an issue of concern.
A similar proportion identified drugs and alcohol as a problem at their school.
If a parent had older children, they were more predisposed to think that drugs 
and alcohol were a difficulty at their child’s school.

The majority of parents responded positively to questions about whether
principals were doing a good job, including the principal’s approach to
safety, how welcoming they were, and whether they were trustworthy.
The participants, on a range of different measures, generally gave their child’s 
school a favourable evaluation. Most believed that the teachers at the school 
were providing a good service and that they respected parents. In addition a 
clear majority of the participants rated their school principal very highly. The 
majority (52%) felt they have a firm grasp on what is going on at their children’s 
schools. Many of the parents who were interviewed in the quantitative study 
alluded to the use of technology as a key tool in accessing information from 
schools. This was in the form of emails, SMS and WhatsApp communication.

Outcomes of the Research

The findings of the survey and qualitative analysis provided the dataset 
needed to refine a Parent Power Index - a practical tool for engaging with 
schools. The index guides parents on how to determine whether their child 
is ge�ing a quality education, and offers a common language on how to
advocate for children’s rights at school.
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1. What is Parent Power?

Through the local mobilisation of parents in schools Parent Power has come to 
understand that the majority of parents send their children to school to make 
sure that they have a bright future. They see education as a gateway to success; 
understanding that in order for their children to reach their full potential they 
need to receive quality education. Parents o�en assume that sending their 
children to school automatically means that they are receiving quality
education. Parent Power believes that in order for the education that schools 
provide to be considered of high quality it must lead to the emotional, social 
and intellectual growth of children.

The HSRC was contracted to assist Parent Power in understanding parents’ 
perceptions and experiences of education quality with one of the core research 
questions being:

What factors shape parents’ sense of power in their child’s education?

Supporting parents to champion
their children’s education.

Mobilisation of parents and schools on the local level through the nurturing 
of parent champions who are able drive school-parent-partnership.

Identity building of parents by affirming their role as first educators of the 
children. Providing parents with information about constructive pathways for 
action at the school level to ensure that parents are able to channel their 
energy in ways that lead to progress in schools.

Driving public advocacy on a national scale to galvanise parents by
demonstrating that their experiences and perceptions are shared
and can be shi�ed.

Parent Power was launched in 2020 and is built on the following elements:

Parent Power is an initiative of the 
DG Murray Trust (DGMT) that aims 
to capacitate parents as powerful 
actors in their  children’s education 
journey. Quality gaps in South
African public schooling are well 
documented, with eight out of ten 
grade four learners in South Africa 
being unable to read for meaning.
A lack of parental involvement is 
o�en cited as a contributing factor
to poor outcomes; and “parental
involvement” is o�en emphasised
as subject-based homework support 
by parents. Unfortunately, this
conception of parental involvement 
alienates a large portion of parents; 

and worldwide parents say they
find engaging in their children’s
education intimidating. This is
particularly true for South African 
parents, taking into account the 
unique historical context that has 
shaped the current realities. Yet, 
research shows that supportive 
interpersonal interactions from 
parents improved learner
achievement even for children 
a�ending schools where the
education offered is not of great 
quality. In this context Parent Power 
understands the value that parents 
bring to their children’s education.

To answer this, the HSRC explored five key parental perception domains
that make up the Parent Power Index:

How happy is my child at school?

How safe is my child at school?

How confident am I in the principal and teachers?

How much do I know about what happens at school?

How much influence do I have in the school to ensure it does what is best 
for my child?



Page 3

Thabisile’s experience of school

Thabisile* is a single mother who lives in Diepsloot, Johannesburg. She’s
one of the 54% of parents who is solely responsible for her child’s schooling. 
This means that she not only pays for school fees but also all uniform and 
transportation costs. It can be quite difficult for her to manage. She is among 
the 20% of respondents who said that they “pay a great deal” for education. 
Thabisile doesn’t mind spending the money though, because she wants her 
son Jabulani to have a positive schooling experience. Unlike the majority
of parents surveyed (60%), she didn’t choose his school based on proximity 
to home. Instead she is paying almost a tenth of her monthly salary on
transport to allow him to a�end a be�er school. Thabisile was concerned 
about the level of safety in her community, and as a result has hired daily 
transport to take her son to a school in Midrand, where she believes
he will be safer. To ensure pupil safety, she believes the school should
have a clearly demarcated yard and be well guarded.

When considering safety in school, Thabisile is concerned not only with
the physical boundaries of the school, but also about the a�itudes of staff.

“You know the school that I preferred for
my child to go to, because of the good
education, [but] I also looked at the
behaviour of teachers and learners and it 
seems like a private school.”

“The minute you get off at the bus stop there 
is no need to ask. The yard is fenced off and 
very neat. The classrooms have doors and
windows. Floor tiles are not broken.”

“There is nothing that worries me at
that school.”

“Even as a parent when you are there to
collect report card or maybe with other
reasons, you can feel that it is a good school 
compared to the schools that I have said
they are not in good condition.”

Thabisile is also concerned about how easily Jabulani will be able to 
get into university and find work a�er he’s completed high school.

2. Parents Have Their Say

Parents have a unique role to play in the education of their children as they 
are o�en the first educators their children encounter. Parents also have a 
unique role to play as advocates for their children’s rights, enshrined in the 
South African Constitution. These rights include the right to human dignity, 
freedom of environment and the specific protective rights that children
have. For this reason, parents need to feel empowered, and have sufficient
knowledge about what is happening in schools to advocate for their children. 
Parent Power refers to this as “knowledge for action”. We believe that
knowledge is not just about information, but also about identity-building.
By listening and learning from parents, we are also empowering them to see 
themselves as agents of change in their communities. This is why we place
a strong emphasis on building knowledge in the hands of parents.
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“It is important because you need to know 
what your child is doing in class.”

“I think now we have the technology to
connect to our children’s teaching to see if 
they are not doing well in class.”

“You have to know what your child is doing
in class. Since we now have smartphones, 
they send us WhatsApp messages on the 
group instead of writing le�ers to us.”

“A school should expose a learner to a variety 
of avenues that he can follow post schooling.”

“A learner should have knowledge of what to 
do post because they are used to wanting to 
be a doctor or teacher or policeman. But the 
scope must be a li�le bit wide and includes 
like myself, I did technical subjects.”

“So, children must see that they are not going 
to school just to be employed by somebody, 
but they can actually create jobs from the
education that they would have got.”

“I don’t think everyone can work out there 
but there are people who can work
for themselves.”

“I think that is where the school should direct 
the learners in terms of their potentials.”

Thabisile, who works in municipal urban planning, doesn’t always have time to 
a�end school governing body meetings but she does consider herself a highly 
involved parent. She has regular communication with her son’s teachers and 
has found that o�en WhatsApp has made it easier for her to get information 
about school assignments and his performance.

Thabisile also makes time to help Jabulani with his homework and sets 
aside more than the one hour a day that 90% of parents say they have 
available for schoolwork. She believes her involvement in his schooling
is vital to his success.
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“It really affected them negatively during
that time because children do not cope when 
they go to school on a part-time basis.”

“They need to be in school on a full-time
basis because when they are at home they
do not focus on their studies.“

“I even noticed during that time that her
performance in her studies were ge�ing 
poorer than before.”

“It shows that they need a teacher close by
to teach them so that they are able to grasp. 
During that time, they were going twice
or thrice in a week and that was breaking 
consistency in their learning and studies,”
he said.

“It is because learners were going to school
rotationally on different days like a�end one a 
week. And on top of that they were been loaded 
with homework…”

“And also, when they gave them one homework 
assignment like in English, they would say they 
must cover 20 pages in writing! I mean when the 
child reaches page 3 then their minds cannot 
catch anything. It is tired!”

“Even if you were trying as a parent to teach 
them something but they could not hear a thing 
[…] So, at the end it was like you are the one 
doing the work now. So, they ended up just 
copying and submi�ing the work only. They were 
submi�ing something that they didn’t know.”

Building the identity of parents as powerful and key
participants in the education of their children.

Martin’s experience of school

Martin* lives in East London along with his wife Candice and two children, 
Alice and Jeremy. Martin is lucky to live within close proximity to his children’s 
schools and is not worried about transportation costs. The Covid-19
pandemic was a very difficult period for his family as they tried to navigate 
home-schooling. He is among the 71% of parents who reported having
learning challenges during the period, particularly when it came to the
homework given by teachers. His daughter Alice, who was in Grade 8
in 2020, was the most impacted by pandemic learning.

Now he has noticed that the workload seems to have increased significantly 
for both of his children. In addition to studying for tests and exams,
they have a lot of homework. He is worried that  hey might not be coping.
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“They [principals] should be strong. Like
the school I went to, the vice principal was 
stronger than the principal. When learners
are making noise and he passed by
the whole school will be quiet.”

“The vice principal was strong and respected!”

“A good school must have a principal that
is able to communicate with his teachers.”

“Sometimes you can think a school
is bad while the problem is the teachers.
Every teacher comes with
different behaviour.”

Now that his children have returned to school full-time, Martin would 
not consider himself particularly involved in his children’s schooling
and instead expects the principal and teachers to lead the way.

He does not have much contact with his children’s teachers, forming part
of the 10% of parents who has not a�ended a meeting at their child’s school
in the past three years. Instead he relies on the school to communicate issues 
with him. “What they are doing now is fine. They have SMS’s, emails, and 
media to ensure parents are well communicated.” Martin’s view is that
teaching staff should take the lead role in the education of his children,
while also acknowledging the role of parents to aid with education.

*Thabisile, Martin and their families are not real people. They are composite 
characters created for this report, using the inputs of parents who were
surveyed. These inputs indicate some of the stresses that parents are under, 
along with issues that affect the happiness of learners.
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3. Methodology

The Parent Power Survey took on both a quantitative and qualitative 
approach. The sampling design ensured that the survey yields weighted 
results that are representative of the population of parents in South Africa. 
The sample of the survey was devised to capture all parents living in the 
country. Parent Power’s definition of ‘parent’ is any adult acting as one of 
the primary caregivers to child currently a�ending primary or secondary 
school (Grade R – Grade 12). We surveyed 1705 parents in the quantitative 
study, where three explicit stratification variables were used in the sampling, 
namely province, geographic type and majority population group
to ensure national representation.

Table 1 gives a breakdown of the sample size at both a national level and
at the level of each of the provinces.

SASAS is a nationally representative, repeated cross-sectional survey that 
has been conducted annually by the HSRC since 2003. SASAS is increasingly 
providing a unique, long-term account of the speed and direction of 
change in the underlying public perceptions, values and social fabric of 
modern South Africa. SASAS thus represents a notable tool for monitoring 
evolving social, economic and political values among South Africans, but 
also demonstrates promising utility as an anticipatory, or predictive,
mechanism that can inform decision - and policy-making processes.

      Note: Percentage of unrealised sample
      in parenthesis

Of the 411 parents who took the survey and agreed to participate in the 
qualitative component of the study, the researchers could only conduct 
qualitative interviews with 39 parents. The reason for this was some 
parents subsequently refused to participate in the qualitative research, 
or the research team could not reach them. The qualitative survey took 
the form of 1:1 telephonic interviews.

Table 1: SASAS Sample for 2021

                   Drawn sample            Realisation         

Province            No. SALs    DUs          No. SALs    DUs

Western Cape        65          260           53          134     (48%)

Eastern Cape         65          260           50          176     (32%)

Northern Cape       37          148           32          125     (16%)

Free State           38          152           28          134     (12%)

KwaZulu-Natal       93          372           93          383     (-3%)

North West          37          148           36          137     (7%)

Gauteng            83          332           81          319     (4%)

Mpumalanga        38          152           38          151     (1%}

Limpopo            44          176           42          146     (17%)

Total                500         2000          491         1705    (15%)

Driving school activation and
mobilisation for quality learning.
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This section of the report deals with the findings in
relation to the five domains which Parent Power has
selected as the main signifiers of parental involvement
and quality education at schools. Parents were asked
a selection of questions that informed each domain
in the index.

•
•
•
•
•

Researchers also considered the correlation between
different domains, as it was clear that there were
overlaps in some areas.

The domains are:

Happiness of child at school
Safety of child at school
Confidence in principals
Knowledge of school
Parent power

Sharing parents’ perceptions and experiences
as they are key contributors to quality education.

4. Parent Power Index
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Happiness of child at school

Survey participants were required to agree or 
disagree with five statements about how they 
feel about their child’s experience of their school. 
Parent Power judges these as the most important 
indicators of a happy and functioning learner. If 
one of these experiences is negative, then it may 
be indicative of poor scholastic practices and a 
sign of a deprived learning environment.

It was evident that the lion’s share of parents 
thought that their child was doing well at 
school. Of the five, the statement that obtained 
the most favourable appraisal concerned their 
child’s opinion of their teachers. A third of
parents strongly agreed that their child likes
and respects their teachers at the school and 
50% just agreed. The statement that received 
the lowest rating concerned whether their child 
understood the homework or assignments 
given to them.

In terms of a�itudes around performance, 
resources and overall conditions within the 
school, parents who report their child has
sufficient textbooks; those who more strongly 
agree that the school environment is clean and 
in a good condition; those who are satisfied 
with their child’s overall performance; and those 
who agree that their child knows what the 
teacher expects of them, also rate their child as 
happier and be�er adjusted.

4.1

Happiness domain
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Below are some responses from parents who were
asked about their child’s happiness in school.

“Sometimes a child leaves home alright
but when they get to school they are not ok, 
maybe they have not eaten they are not
focusing. A parent should ask if, if they
were beaten at school they should be
asked why.” - Anonymised survey participant

“It is very important because I will have an 
understanding what is going on at school,
I will have an understanding of the way they 
are teaching them at school, what they are 
telling them at school, what they are
providing them. I think it’s important
to be involved.” - Anonymised survey participant

Please indicate how much you agree or disagree
with the following statements: My child...

Statement: My child..

Enjoys going to school

Is eager and enthusiastic about learning at school

Understands homework or assignments given to them

Likes and respects their teachers at the school

Gets along with other learners at the school

Table 2: What we asked parents about their child’s happiness

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly disgree

Do not knowDisgree

Neither nor

Gets along with other learners

Likes and respects their teachers

Understands the homework or assignments

Is eager and enthusiastic about learning

Enjoys going to school

10

Percentages (%)

20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Parents of girls report their children as happier at school 
than those of boys. Compared to Black African parents, 
white parents report lower levels of child happiness. 
Children with greater access to educational resources 
are also reported to be happier at school.

Figure 1: Parent agreement and disagreement with five different statements
about their child’s happiness at school.
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4.2

Safety of child at school

For an educational experience to be successful, 
learners need to feel safe at school. If they do not 
think of the school as a safe space, then learners 
may be unable to properly learn and participate in 
scholastic activities. Ineffective safety and security 
at schools can, therefore, be extremely damaging 
and undercut the validity of the entire educational 
system. The Department of Basic Education (DBE) 
has partnered with local law enforcement
organisations across the country to help provide
safety and security in all schools. In the private 
school sector, many schools rely on private 
security firms. The vast majority of the parental 
population agreed that their children were safe
at school. The research team found that 39% of 
parents strongly agreed that their child’s school 
was safe and 44% told fieldworkers that they
just agreed. 

The education level of parents had some bearing 
on how they viewed their children’s safety. More 
educated persons were much more likely to think 
the school was secure. A positive correlation was 
observed between age and safety evaluations; 
younger parents had a greater probability of 
reporting safety concerns than their older peers. 
Consider, for example, that 76% of older tertiary 
educated parents strongly agreed that their child’s 
school was safe. This is almost twice the national 
average and sixteen percentage points more than 
their younger counterparts.

Safety of child
at school domain
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Perceptions of safety decline as children progress through school: parents of 
learners in older grades rate their child’s safety as lower than those of younger 
learners. This finding makes sense and reflects the increases in incidence
of bullying, prevalence of drugs and alcohol, and increased independence
as children age, but is interesting that it holds across the board when all
measures are included in the model.

Parents who report higher levels of overcrowding report lower levels of safety. 
Those who believe that the school must take all responsibility for educating 
their child also rate overall safety as lower. Similarly, parents who believe the 
school environment is clean and in good conditions, those who are satisfied 
with their child’s performance and who help more with their child’s day-to-day
educational set up rate safety higher.

Female parents rate their child’s safety lower, while older parents rate it higher. 
Compared to Black African parents, Coloured parents rate safety significantly 
lower. Other demographic and household characteristics are also associated 
with lower safety ratings, more so than for other outcome areas: Parents
with higher qualifications, those who struggle with the language of learning,
those outside the labour market, widowed and single parents all report
lower perceived levels of their child’s safety.

Here are some responses from parents who were asked about their child’s
safety in school. 

“A good school has to be safe and not allow 
criminals to go in and out and stab learners or 
allow children to take drugs or smoke marijuana. 
Children leave the home well-mannered and 
when they get to school, they learn about drugs 
and marijuana and all of those bad things! 
Then, they end up being bullied and scared,
and when they tell the teachers they don’t
do anything.  – Anonymous participant

“The school must be safe when they could
just say for one day, the whole day we search 
children. We search to see if they were or have 
been smoking, we search to see what is inside 
their pockets because they carry knifes these 
children. They must not even mention that
they will be searched they just do it. The school 
could be safe like that. So, the children will
be afraid to carry wrong things not knowing 
when they will be searched.” – Anonymous participant

Statement: ...at their school

My child safe at their school

Misbehaviour or bullying is a problem

Drugs and alcohol are a problem

The principal does their best to make it safe

Table 3: What we asked parents about safety at schools
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4.3

Confidence in principals 

Given the importance of school leadership we asked what parents in 
South Africa think about principals at their child’s school. We examined 
what parents thought of school principals across a range of different 
quality of service dimensions. Respondents were asked to agree or 
disagree with six different statements. The DBE considers these as the 
most important qualities that a school principal in South Africa can 
possess. Assessing how people reacted to these questions, it was
evident that a clear-cut majority of the parental population gave
principals a favourable evaluation.

Most parents think school principals are providing a good service, 
including providing safety. Of the five, the statement that received
the most positive evaluation concerned the principal doing their best
to keep schools safe. Two-fi�hs of parents strongly agreed with the
statement and 47% just agreed. The statement about treating all
parents fairly received the lowest rating. 

The survey also showed that confidence in parents is not limited to
his or her own work but is impacted by the resources made available
to scholars and the overall management of school operations. For
example, confidence is higher amongst parents who report their child 
has sufficient textbooks and those who agree that the school is clean 
and in good condition.

Parents who report a good and well-functioning School Governing 
Board (SGB) also report higher levels of confidence in the principal. 
Female parents report higher levels of confidence in their child’s
principal, and in comparison with those who are Black African, white 
parents also report higher confidence levels. Compared to those who 
are married, parents who are separated/divorced and those who
are single report less confidence in their child’s principal.

Confidence in
principals domain

Interestingly, those who report their child has greater access to
educational resources report lower levels of confidence. Researchers 
examined the relationship between a�itudes around performance 
and school-level resources and conditions. It found that those with 
greater access to educational resources that support homework,
have less confidence in their child’s principal.
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Confidence in principals 

Given the importance of school leadership we asked what parents in 
South Africa think about principals at their child’s school. We examined 
what parents thought of school principals across a range of different 
quality of service dimensions. Respondents were asked to agree or 
disagree with six different statements. The DBE considers these as the 
most important qualities that a school principal in South Africa can 
possess. Assessing how people reacted to these questions, it was
evident that a clear-cut majority of the parental population gave
principals a favourable evaluation.

Most parents think school principals are providing a good service, 
including providing safety. Of the five, the statement that received
the most positive evaluation concerned the principal doing their best
to keep schools safe. Two-fi�hs of parents strongly agreed with the
statement and 47% just agreed. The statement about treating all
parents fairly received the lowest rating. 

The survey also showed that confidence in parents is not limited to
his or her own work but is impacted by the resources made available
to scholars and the overall management of school operations. For
example, confidence is higher amongst parents who report their child 
has sufficient textbooks and those who agree that the school is clean 
and in good condition.

Parents who report a good and well-functioning School Governing 
Board (SGB) also report higher levels of confidence in the principal. 
Female parents report higher levels of confidence in their child’s
principal, and in comparison with those who are Black African, white 
parents also report higher confidence levels. Compared to those who 
are married, parents who are separated/divorced and those who
are single report less confidence in their child’s principal.

The principal does their best to make sure the
school is safe

The principal’s main aim is for the learners to
do well at school

The principal makes me feel welcome in
the school

The principal treats all parents fairly

The principal communicates well with parents

The school principal can be trusted to do
their job 10

Percentages (%)

20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly disgree

Do not knowDisgree

Neither nor

Figure 2: Parents agreement and disagreement with five
different statements about their confidence in principals.

Here are some responses from parents who were asked
about their child’s safety in school.

“The principals should ensure that
teachers are doing the right thing at high 
schools. They should ensure that teachers 
don’t date learners. It is totally wrong
because the children will behave the way 
they behave because when she looks at 
the teacher, she sees a boyfriend. The 
principal should say “stop” to that kind
of a behaviour. There should not be a
relationship between the teacher and 
the learner.” – Anonymous participant

“A good school must have a principal
that is able to communicate with his 
teachers. Sometimes you can think a 
school is bad while the problem is the 
teachers. Every teacher come with a
different background.” – Anonymous participant

Interestingly, those who report their child has greater access to
educational resources report lower levels of confidence. Researchers 
examined the relationship between a�itudes around performance 
and school-level resources and conditions. It found that those with 
greater access to educational resources that support homework,
have less confidence in their child’s principal.

“A good principal is a principal that
understands what your situation is and
a good teacher is supposed to explain
the learner’s situation to the principal.
The principal should be able to hurry and
call a meeting between themselves, the 
parent and teacher. They should tell the 
parent about the worries that they have with 
that learner maybe they do not listen and try 
to find out if the learneris not going through 
poverty at home, if they are mistreated
or anything they might be
going through.” – Anonymous participant

“In terms of the teachers when they go to 
school and enter the classroom, they must 
know that they are the role models. They 
should show that they are the parents, and 
when they say no, it should be no. When a 
learner behaves bad towards a teacher, the 
teacher must not be afraid to report it to the 
parent, because the child belongs to all of us. 
They spend most of the time with our children, 
so we must work together.” – Anonymous participant



Statement: The principal..

Can be trusted to do their job

Communicates well with parents

Treats all parents fairly

Makes me feel welcome in the school

Main aim is for the learners to do well

Table 3: What we asked parents about their confidence in principals 

Here are some responses from parents who were asked
about their child’s safety in school.

“The principals should ensure that
teachers are doing the right thing at high 
schools. They should ensure that teachers 
don’t date learners. It is totally wrong
because the children will behave the way 
they behave because when she looks at 
the teacher, she sees a boyfriend. The 
principal should say “stop” to that kind
of a behaviour. There should not be a
relationship between the teacher and 
the learner.” – Anonymous participant

“A good school must have a principal
that is able to communicate with his 
teachers. Sometimes you can think a 
school is bad while the problem is the 
teachers. Every teacher come with a
different background.” – Anonymous participant

“A good principal is a principal that
understands what your situation is and
a good teacher is supposed to explain
the learner’s situation to the principal.
The principal should be able to hurry and
call a meeting between themselves, the 
parent and teacher. They should tell the 
parent about the worries that they have with 
that learner maybe they do not listen and try 
to find out if the learneris not going through 
poverty at home, if they are mistreated
or anything they might be
going through.” – Anonymous participant

“In terms of the teachers when they go to 
school and enter the classroom, they must 
know that they are the role models. They 
should show that they are the parents, and 
when they say no, it should be no. When a 
learner behaves bad towards a teacher, the 
teacher must not be afraid to report it to the 
parent, because the child belongs to all of us. 
They spend most of the time with our children, 
so we must work together.” – Anonymous participant
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Knowledge of
School domain

4.4  

Knowledge of school

Participants in the survey were required to indicate 
the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with
the statement: ‘I do not know what is going on at my 
child’s school? The majority of parents either said 
that they disagreed with the statement (52%) or gave
a neutral statement (21%). Only a minority (27%) of 
the parental population said that they agreed with 
the statement. Responses to this question differed 
substantially by school type: private school parents 
expressed more concern about feeling lost than their 
counterparts at public schools. However, we found 
that this was not especially true of public schools in 
metropolitan areas. Public schools in these areas, 
especially if they were non-fee, were seen as less
able to communicate information about the school
in comparison to other kinds of schools.

Parents demand for information is positively
associated with all other a�itudinal domains and 
increases as children age. Parents who report the 
school’s classrooms are not overcrowded, believe
the school is clean and in good condition; report 
knowing that their child understands what is
expected of them, have a good SGB, and are more 
regularly involved in their child’s day rate their need 
for more information as higher. Parents with higher 
educational qualifications rate their need for
knowledge higher and, compared with Black African 
parents, white parents report lower demand levels. 
Widowed parents also report greater need for
information than married parents.
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To be consistent across the analysis, we also create overall
constructs relating to the “supply” of knowledge as well as
the “demand” for more knowledge.

“A good school should be able to
communicate with people around the 
school, so that if something happens,
communication it will start from the
community and some teachers stay far
from the school, so it is be�er if they stay 
amongst the community. – Anonymous participant

“These things of meetings, they need
to have regularly. Maybe once a term,
establish a WhatsApp group with parents.
It is be�er because parents get to ask
questions they do not understand, like
right now I asked my daughter to ask for
the timetable for the past 3 weeks and
there has been no feedback. Send home a 
newsle�er so they bring you up to speed
to what is happening.” – Anonymous participant

Statement: The principal..

My child’s performance

The quality of teachers

How safe the school is

The school’s financial situation

The school’s School Improvement Plan

Table 5: What we asked parents about their “demand for knowledge”

Items

The performance of other learners in your
child’s grade or class

The number of learners absent for more
than 20 days in a year

Teachers absenteeism at the school

The school’s financial situation

Table 4: What we asked parents about the “supply of knowledge”
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Unlike the preceding domains, there was an indicator that did contain 
variability such that it could be used as a single outcome variable:

Strongly agree

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

5

Percentages of parents (%)

10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Figure 3: Distribution of responses to the statement

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement:

“I do not know what is going on at my child’s school?”



Parent Power domain

4.5  

Parent Power domain

This indicator comprises of seven questions in 
which parents were asked about how they perceive 
teacher a�itudes towards parents and pupils. They 
were asked about whether teachers listened to 
parents and pupils as well as whether they showed 
respect. Most parents answered positively, agreeing 
that teachers respected learners and listened to 
them when they had problems. The majority of 
parents also felt that teachers respected them
and listened to their concerns.
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The idea of parent power is positively linked to all other
indicators. Parents who report that their child has enough
textbooks and have greater access to educational resource at 
home, those who are satisfied with overall performance and
who child knows what to expect at school all report greater
perceived power. Well-functioning School Governing Bodies
are also positively associated with parents’ sense of power
and their relationship with the school.

Statement: Teachers at my child’s school..

Listen to the concerns of parents

Show respect toward parents

Encourage learners to respect each
other’s differences

Listen to learners when they have problems

Respect learners

Table 6: What we asked parents about their power

Listen to the concerns of parents

Shows respect towards parents

Encourage learners to respect each
other’s differences

Listen to learners when they 
have problems

Respect learners

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly disgree

Do not knowDisgree

Neither nor

10

Percentages (%)

20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Figure 3: Unweighted descriptive statistics of items included
in the "Parent power" index



Demographic and socioeconomic factors are
related to parents’ sense of power, but there are 
many other factors more amenable to change that 
also influence their experience and perception
of quality education: a well-functioning School 
Governing Body, being regularly involved in their 
child’s school day, being informed and knowing 
what is expected etc.

Interestingly, school type (non-fee, fee-paying, 
private) is not associated with any of the outcome
areas, except for the binary indicator of knowledge. 
In other words, compared to those in non-fee 
paying schools, parents of learners in private schools 
were less likely to report “knowing what is going on 
in my child’s school”. Poorer parents o�en believe 
that they know more about schooling because they 
are less likely to know that they are supposed to 
know more. This is an area that the Parent Power 
Index can aid parents to build their own knowledge 
capacity and take action where necessary.

In addition to school infrastructure, resources and 
the general conditions of the school ma�er:
higher levels of overcrowding are associated with 
poorer safety reports, as well as greater demand

5. Conclusion

for information by parents. Where conditions are 
be�er, parents rate their child’s overall adjustment
and safety more highly, and their confidence
as greater.

The ways of supporting parents and enhancing
their perceived power differ at different stages
of children’s schooling journeys: parents of older 
children in particular need more information as well
as increased supports for their safety concerns.

Beyond this survey, Parent Power wants to
provide mechanisms for parents to engage more 
effectively with schools. The indicators used in this 
report can be used to be�er assess the quality of 
education learners experience, along with the work 
of teachers and principals. SGBs and parent groups 
can then use these findings to determine areas
of improvements in their own communities and 
work with educators to be�er deal with 
arent concerns.
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APPENDIX: SUMMARY STATISTICS         (complete cases)

Domains                               N/%   Mean   S.D.    Min  Max

Happiness                              1682   4.6     (.72)    1.8    5.6

Safety                                  1682   4.4     (.84)    1.1     5.7

Confidence in the Principal                 1682   4.4     (.77)    1.1     5.4

Demand for information                   1682   3.7     (.68)    1.1     4.5

Parental Power                          1682   4.5     (.76)    1.4     5.6

Parent & Household Level Characteristics

Female                                 1682   79      (.41)    0       1

Age                                   1682   42.7    (13.1)    16     94

Population Group (ref: Black)

Coloured                               1682   .17      (.38)    0       1

Indian/Asian                            1682   .11      (.31)    0       1

White                                  1682   .10      (.30)    0       1

Highest Qualification (ref: None/Primary)       1681   2.5     (.85)    1       4

Some secondary                         1681   .32     (.47)    0       1

Completed Matric                        1681   .44     (.50)    0       1

Higher Education                        1681   .09     (.29)    0       1

Language of child’s homework is in           1682   2.7     (1.3)    1       5
a language not understood

Access to Educational Resources Index (0-10)  1682   7.1      (2.7)    0       10

Work Status (ref: Employed)

Unemployed                            1681   .36     (.48)    0       1

Outside Labour Market                    1681   .20     (.40)    0       1

Domains                               N/%   Mean   S.D.    Min  Max

Marital Status (ref: Married)

Separated/Divorced                      1670   .09     (.29)    0        1

Widowed                               1670   .10      (.31)    0        1

Single                                 1670   .41      (.49)    0        1

School type (ref: Non-fee Paying)

Public: Fee Paying                        1642   .48     (.50)    0        1

Private                                 1642   .13      (.34)    0        1

Child Characteristics

Female                                 1549   .51      (.50)    0        1

Grade (R - 12)                           1654   6.2     (3.4)    0       12

A�itudes around performance, school resources & general conditions

“My child has enough textbooks”           1682   4.0     (.95)    1       5

“The School’s classrooms are overcrowded    1682   2.6     (1.2)    1       5

”The school environment is clean            1682   3.9     (.96)    1       5
and in good condition

“On the whole, I am very satisfied with        1682   4.0     (.90)    1       5
my child’s performance at school”

“I know what my child’s teacher expect       1682   4.0     (.88)    1       5
of my child”

“The school must take all responsibility       1682   2.9     (1.2)    1       5
for educating my child”

School Governing Board Index              1681   4.1      (.80)    1.1     5.5

“Helping Child with School” Index           1682   6.9     (2.5)    0        10
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Domains                               N/%   Mean   S.D.    Min  Max

Area Level Province (ref: Western Cape)

Eastern Cape                            1682   .10      (.30)    0        1

Northern Cape                          1682   .07     (.26)    0        1

Free State                              1682   .07     (.26)    0        1

KwaZulu-Natal                          1682   .23     (.42)    0        1

North West                             1682   .08     (.27)    0        1

Gauteng                               1682   .19      (.39)    0        1

Mpumalanga                           1682   .09     (.29)    0         1

Limpopo                               1682   .09     (.28)    1        1

Geotype is Urban                        1675   .80     (.40)    1        1

Focal child’s grade

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Percentages of parents (%)

Grade R

Grade 1

Grade 2

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 5

Grade 6

Grade 7

Grade 8

Grade 9

Grade 10

Grade 11

Grade 12

APPENDIX: SUMMARY STATISTICS         (complete cases)
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