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ABSTRACT

Parental involvement is positively associated with greater wellbeing of children in their earlier ages for the
sake of educational success. The aim of this study was to explore the determinants to parental involvement in
supporting Play Based Learning (PBL) in Early Childhood Education. Data for the study was collected through
interviews with 12 parents whose children are in ECE and three focus group discussions with teachers teaching
at ECE in Kitwe District. Through the interviews and focus group discussions with parents and ECE educators
respectively, the study identified key determinants such as socioeconomic status, educational background,
cultural beliefs, and access to resources affect parental participation. Additionally, the study revealed parents’
perceptions of their involvement, highlighting a growing recognition of the importance of play in child
development, alongside concerns about balancing time and resources. The study further brings out possible
measures to enhance parental engagement to support PBL, including increasing awareness about the value of
play, offering flexible involvement opportunities, and providing targeted support for parents to strengthen the
home-school connection. The study underscores the importance of parental understanding, aspirations, and
self-efficacy in supporting play-based learning. It highlights the need for greater awareness, collaboration with
educators, and parent-friendly school environments to enhance engagement and improve learning outcomes for
young children.

Keywords: Early Childhood Education, Play based learning, Parental involvement, Learning environment,
Child development, Zambia

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Parental involvement refers to the active participation of parents in their children's education and development,
both at home and within school, in this case the Early Childhood Education (ECE) setting (Bartz and Karnes,
2018; Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). It includes a range of activities, behaviours, and interactions that support
children’s learning, growth, and well-being. Parental involvement can take many forms, from engaging with
children in academic activities to supporting their emotional and social development (Gross, Bettencourt,
Finch, Plesko, Paulson & Singleton, 2022; Hornby & Witte, 2010).

Play-based learning is an effective, child-centred approach that uses play as the foundation for development
and learning (Pyle & DeLuca 2017). It recognizes that children learn best when they are actively engaged in
activities that they find enjoyable and meaningful. It promotes not only academic skills but also social,
emotional, and physical growth (Cutter-Mackenzie et al 2014). By creating an environment where play is
encouraged, children are empowered to explore, discover, and learn in a way that is both enjoyable and
educational (Kalinde et al., 2024; Kaluba et al., 2024; Mambwe, et al., 2024; Danniels & Pyle, 2018).

The Government of Zambia acknowledges the pivotal role of parents in their children's education, as
evidenced by the Education Act of 2011, which establishes parent-teacher committees as governance structures
in public schools. However, the Act primarily focuses on the structural aspects of quality education provision.
The desire to involve parents in their children's education can be traced back to the Education Reforms of
1977, which recognized the importance of ECE and emphasized that early childhood learning primarily occurs
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through play. The reforms also underscored the significance of establishing Pre-school committees to
effectively coordinate and manage ECE centres. Furthermore, the Focus on Learning policy of 1992
emphasizes strengthening the partnership between schools and families. Similarly, the education policy,
Educating Our Future (1996) emphasizes that the initial responsibility for a child's education lies with the
family and the surrounding community, with families being made aware of their children's learning.

The Zambia Education Curriculum Framework (2013) underscores the active role parents should play in the
teaching and learning process. It highlights that parents can contribute to their children's education by telling
stories, singing, playing games, and participating in literacy programmes. The Ministry of General Education
(2016) further reinforces the idea that families bear the primary responsibility for providing care and education
to children. Consequently, parents' awareness of their child's education is of utmost importance, extending
beyond educational provision to encompass school improvement. Given the significance of parental
involvement in a child's education, The Emergency Literacy Manual (2020) provides guidelines on how
parents can engage in ECE, ensuring children's development and well-being align with the expected trajectory
of learning.

This study underscores the significance of understanding the determinants of parental involvement as this
would provide firm position on how to ensure parents are effectively involved in ECE to support play- based
learning.

Statement of the problem

While numerous studies have highlighted the positive impact of parental involvement on children's behaviour,
academic success, and other achievements, engaging parents in play-based learning remains a significant
challenge (Reynolds, Lee, Eales, Varshney, Smerillo, 2022). In fact, the lack of parental involvement is widely
considered by teachers, administrators, and even parents to be the most significant issue facing schools today
(Almalki, Algabbani, & Alnahdi, 2021). Little attention has been given to parental involvement in ECE and its
connection to play-based pedagogy in the Zambian context. For example, Chansa-Kabali (2016) examined
how low-income parents’ involvement relates to early reading skill acquisition; Singogo (2017) studied
parental involvement with primary school learners in urban areas; and Simweleba and Serpell, (2020)
investigated its effects on literacy and numeracy skill acquisition among fourth graders. Many educators
struggle with how to effectively communicate with parents and often feel anxious or reluctant about engaging
with them (Mann, & Gilmore, 2023).

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study was to explore the determinants to parental involvement in supporting Play Based
Learning (PBL) in ECE context in Kitwe district.

Research questions

What are the determinants of parental involvement in the play-based learning in ECE?

In what ways do parents perceive their role in enhancing play-based learning in ECE?

What measures can be put in place to improve parental involvement in play-based learning in ECE?
Theoretical Framework

The study draws on Epstein’s School-Family-Community Partnership Model (2010) and Vygotsky’s
sociocultural theory to explore parental involvement in play-based learning. Epstein’s model highlights six
types of parental involvement: parenting, communication, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making,
and collaborating with the community (Grant & Ray, 2018). The model emphasizes the importance of school-
family collaboration to support a child’s development, with a focus on creating an inclusive, supportive
learning environment (Winthrop et al., 2021). Schools should help families create a supportive home
environment and involve them in decision-making processes (Mapp & Bergman, 2021). Research shows that
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when parents engage in play-based learning, children's language, problem-solving, and social skills improve
(Sheridan et al., 2009; Pyle et al., 2017).

Vygotsky’s theory emphasizes the role of social interaction and cultural context in child development, with
play seen as a primary learning space. Vygotsky suggests that parents act as scaffolds, supporting children’s
play to extend their abilities and foster cognitive, emotional, and social growth (Barratt-Pugh et al., 2022).
Parents can create a safe, stimulating environment where children feel free to explore and learn through play
(Mermelshtine, 2017). Vygotsky’s theory also underscores the importance of peer interactions during play to
foster social skills (Tucker, 2014), research shows that parental involvement in imaginative and outdoor play
promotes creativity, well-being, and social development (Hedges & Cooper, 2018; Tandon et al., 2012).

These theories suggest that when parents and schools collaborate, play-based learning can be a holistic and
enriching experience for children. Applying Epstein’s and Vygotsky’s theories underscores the crucial role
parents play in enhancing play-based learning for optimal child development.

Delimitation of the study

The study focused on the 11 Zonal schools offering ECE in Kitwe District, as these schools are typically the
first to adopt new teaching methods, approach or any activity

Limitation of the study

The study focused on 11 Zonal schools offering ECE in Kitwe District, so the findings cannot be broadly
generalized beyond the study sites and population. However, the results can serve as a reference for similar
studies.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Educators and parents both play crucial roles in ensuring children's educational success. A positive learning
experience is fundamental for children to thrive in school, as it provides necessary support, motivation, and
high-quality instruction (Sichula et al., 2021). Parental involvement extends beyond the school environment,
yet many families struggle to balance responsibilities such as work, education, extracurricular activities, and
household commitments, leaving limited time to engage in children’s play, learning, and development (Babuc,
2015). While both educators and parents bear significant responsibilities, it is ultimately the collaboration
between home and school that shapes a child’s educational trajectory. When parents actively participate in their
child's learning, developmental and learning outcomes tend to improve. Therefore, schools should adopt
strategies that promote accessible and flexible parental involvement, acknowledging the diverse realities of
modern family life.

Parental involvement in play is essential for strengthening the parent-child bond, supporting emotional well-
being, and fostering cognitive and social development (Anderson-McNamee & Bailey, 2010; Keung &
Cheung, 2019). Playing with children enhances their problem-solving skills, social competencies, and learning
through adult interaction (Hiniker et al., 2018). Research links parent-child play to improved cognitive and
behavioural outcomes, fewer problem behaviours, and stronger emotional attachment (Gertler et al., 2014;
Kaehler et al., 2016). The quality and consistency of such involvement, including active and engaged
participation, contribute significantly to language development and critical thinking skills (Adamson, Rouse, &
Emmett, 2021). Given these benefits, early childhood programs and public policies should actively encourage
parental engagement in play through accessible resources and community-based initiatives that empower
families.

Providing appropriate toys, materials, and space for play promotes creativity and cognitive growth; even
simple objects like building blocks can enhance social and intellectual development (Olsen & Smith, 2020).
Guided play, as supported by Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory, encourages children to practice social
roles, manage emotions, and develop cognitive skills. Independent and outdoor play further supports self-
regulation and decision-making (Olsen & Smith, 2020). However, the effectiveness of these tools is amplified
when combined with intentional adult guidance and consistent collaboration among stakeholders. Parental
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involvement begins at home, where a nurturing environment, encouragement, and a positive attitude toward
education are critical (Babuc, 2015). Collaborative partnerships between educators and parents enhance
children's learning outcomes (Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). However, differing perspectives among parents,
educators, and professionals about the most effective involvement practices can lead to inconsistent messaging
and hinder children's development.

Parents' beliefs about play vary across cultures and are shaped by personal caregiving roles and early play
experiences (Xunyi & Hui, 2018; Roopnarine, 2011). Many parents recognize that play fosters creativity,
emotional regulation, empathy, and social competence (Babuc, 2015; Basnyat, 2023). They also view play-
based learning as enjoyable and motivating, often more so than traditional academic tasks (Pyle, DeLuca, &
Daniels, 2017). However, societal pressures may lead some parents to prioritize academics over play (Bipath et
al., 2022). While some support play-based learning, others prefer structured educational play like games with
specific learning goals (Xunyi & Hui, 2018; Arnott & Yelland, 2020). This variation highlights the need for
early childhood programs to adopt culturally sensitive outreach efforts that educate parents on the academic
and developmental value of play, challenging misconceptions and promoting inclusive engagement.

Parental involvement in early childhood education (ECE) plays a foundational role in children's cognitive,
social, and emotional development (Janssen & Vandenbroeck, 2018). Active participation in learning activities,
especially playful ones, creates rich developmental environments (Parker & Thomsen, 2019). However, the
extent of involvement is influenced by parents' understanding of their roles, socioeconomic status, and
perceptions of schools (Puris$i¢ & Bunijevac, 2017; Holloway et al., 2008). These factors significantly shape
both the quality and frequency of engagement.

Research consistently links parental involvement in ECE to better academic performance, self-regulation, and
self-efficacy (Yasmin et al., 2020; Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). This involvement must be sustained over time
through continuous collaboration between parents and educators (Lareau, 1996). Strong family-school
partnerships enhance school readiness, improve parent-teacher communication, and reduce conflicts in child-
rearing. Moreover, such involvement is a cost-effective strategy that yields long-term educational benefits
(Bierman et al.,, 2017; Jeynes, 2012; Reynolds et al., 2018). Despite the strong evidence, the lack of
standardized definitions and measurement frameworks for parental involvement remains a barrier to
maximizing its potential impact.

Parental engagement is associated with higher school attendance, graduation rates, and overall satisfaction
among students and parents (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). It improves school climate, fosters stronger parent-
teacher relationships, and smooths transitions from home to school (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jung &
Sheldon, 2020). It also leads to better behaviour, mental health, and attitudes among children, while boosting
parental confidence (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020). However, many schools limit their assessment of parental
involvement to attendance at events (Gross et al., 2022). To achieve more meaningful engagement, schools
must adopt inclusive and comprehensive approaches that acknowledge diverse forms of participation,
including home-based learning, cultural practices, and two-way communication.

Despite its importance, many parents face challenges participating in play-based learning due to demanding
schedules, work obligations, and competing priorities (Cooper-Kahn & Dietzel, 2024). Those working long
hours or lacking connection to school life often find it difficult to communicate with teachers, which may
negatively impact their children's performance (Budhrani et al., 2021; Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 2020). A
weak relationship with educators, combined with uncertainty about how to contribute, further discourages
participation (Yulianti et al., 2022). Additionally, socioeconomic barriers may limit access to resources,
reducing the quality of play experiences for children in under-resourced households (Duncan et al., 2023).
Schools must respond with flexible, culturally appropriate strategies that accommodate the varied contexts in
which families live and support meaningful engagement at all levels.

The growing emphasis on academic achievement, digital media consumption, and fast-paced lifestyles has
significantly reduced opportunities for free play (Bipath et al., 2022). This shift undermines children's
development and restricts the use of play-based approaches. Many parents lack awareness of the benefits of
play-based learning or the skills to implement it effectively, often favouring more traditional, academic
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approaches (Singh & Ngadni, 2023). To combat this, public awareness campaigns and professional
development for educators should highlight the foundational role of play in academic and lifelong success.

Parental preference for academically focused early learning centres, particularly those prioritizing language
skills can be a barrier to adopting play-based methods (Okitsu et al., 2023; Kalinde, 2016, 2017, 2023).
Educators frequently face resistance when parents see play as unrelated to learning (O'Gorman & Ailwood,
2012; UNICEF, 2018). This disconnect, often exacerbated by poor communication from schools, hampers the
effective implementation of play-based learning (Singh & Ngadni, 2023). Successful integration of play-based
pedagogy requires not only educator commitment but also parental buy-in. Early childhood centres must
engage families through transparent, consistent communication that emphasizes the cognitive, social, and
emotional benefits of play.

Finally, lack of parental involvement in both home and school learning can significantly hinder children's
development. A key challenge for ECEC services is recognizing and supporting parents' roles as co-educators
(Janssen & Vandenbroeck, 2018). The National Education Association (2008) notes that many still view
education solely as the responsibility of teachers. However, educators acknowledge that meaningful outcomes
are only possible through strong home-school partnerships (Yulianti et al., 2022). Bridging this gap requires
aligned expectations and cooperative relationships that prioritize the holistic development of each child.

METHODOLOGY

This section outlines the systematic approach adopted in conducting the study, detailing the research design,
data collection methods, sampling strategies, and analytical procedures. It also provides the rationale for the
methodological choices made in order to address the research questions effectively.

Research Design

This study employed a qualitative case study design to explore the determinants of parental involvement in
supporting play-based learning (PBL) in Early Childhood Education (ECE). The case study approach enabled
an in-depth examination of participants’ lived experiences within a specific educational context.

Study Site and Participants

The study was conducted in selected Early Childhood Education (ECE) centres within zonal schools in Kitwe,
Zambia. A purposive sampling strategy was used to select 20 schools representing diverse educational settings.
Participants included ECE teachers and parents of children enrolled at these centres. A total of 26 female
teachers participated in three separate focus group discussion sessions. Additionally, 20 parents were recruited
through convenience sampling, with 12 parents (3 male and 9 female) ultimately participating in semi-
structured interviews.

Data Collection

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews with parents and focus group discussions with teachers.
These methods facilitated open-ended exploration of beliefs, practices, and perceptions surrounding parental
involvement in PBL. The interviews allowed parents to reflect on their roles in their children's play-based
learning, while the group discussions encouraged teachers to collectively discuss their experiences and
observations.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was employed to examine data from interviews and focus group discussions. Transcripts
were systematically transcribed, coded, and categorized to identify key themes related to parental involvement
in play-based learning. This process allowed for the recognition of recurring patterns that informed the
interpretation and discussion of findings (Roseveare, 2023; Valsiner & Branco, 2006). The analysis ensured
that themes remained grounded in participants’ experiences, offering meaningful insights into the research
questions.
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Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Zambia Research Ethics Committee for Humanities and
Social Sciences. Permission was sought from the District Education Board Secretary (DEBS-Kitwe), head
teachers from schools that were involved. Informed consent was secured from all participants, who were
briefed on the study’s purpose, their voluntary participation, and the confidentiality of their responses.
Anonymity was maintained through the use of pseudonyms for instance P1 for Parent 1 and F1T1 for teacher 1
in the focus group 1, and data were securely stored.

Trustworthiness of the Data.

To enhance the credibility of the study, triangulation was employed through the use of multiple data sources
and methods. Data were collected from parents of varied socioeconomic backgrounds and teachers from
diverse school settings, strengthening the study’s reliability and depth. Semi-structured interviews and focus
group discussions provided rich, detailed accounts of participants’ perspectives on parental involvement in
play-based learning. A comprehensive audit trail was maintained, and thick descriptions of the context and
methodology were provided to support transparency, replicability, and transferability. Findings were also
compared with existing literature to highlight both commonalities and contextual differences.

STUDY FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The study's findings are structured around the research questions to provide context, along with themes and
subthemes derived from the collected data supported by verbatim excerpts as evidence. These findings are
analysed in relation to existing literature and the study's theoretical framework.

Determinants that influence parental involvement in the playful learning in ECE

The findings hinge on the two themes identified and these include; parental understanding of PBL and parental
perception of PI in PBL.

Parental understanding of PBL

This theme is discussed on three subthemes which include awareness and knowledge gap by parents, parental
aspirations and parental efficacy.

Awareness and knowledge gap by parents.

Parents were asked to explain what they understood about PBL, most parents expressed limited understanding
of the concept, but after a brief review some related to what they do at home with their children. For example;

Not aware about PBL, but from your explanation I am able to relate with the kind of activities children do at
home (Parent 2).

Most of the parents expressed their understanding by giving examples of what children do at home as well as
the kind of tasks given by their teachers as explained by Parent 7 who shared that;

...after school my child informs me about the activities done at school such as painting/shading /colouring
mentioning the objects coloured.

The findings from the study reveal that parents have a mixed understanding of what play-based learning entails
and can be noted from their responses when asked what they understood about the concept. Initially, many
parents expressed limited knowledge about PBL, with several indicating that they had never heard of the term
before. However, upon further explanation, many parents were able to connect the concept with activities they
already engage in at home with their children. This highlights a gap in knowledge that could be addressed
through increased awareness and education about the benefits and importance of PBL in early childhood
development (Singh & Ngadni, 2023). Similarly, Parent 8 discussed songs and activities related to identifying
shapes and objects, which they now realize align with PBL practices (Nardo, 2021).
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The parents' responses suggest that they were engaging in some form of play-based activities without fully
recognizing them as part of a formal educational framework. This indicates that parents are instinctively
playing an important role in their children's early learning experiences, but greater clarity on what constitutes
PBL could help them be more intentional and effective in supporting their children’s development (Kalinde,
Mambwe, Sichula, & Kaluba, 2024).

Parental aspirations

Parental aspirations look at the idealistic hopes or goals that parents may form regarding future attainment
(Gutman, & Akerman, 2008). Parents who hold high aspirations and esteem for their children’s future are
likely to be more willing to exert efforts to ensure that those aspirations are realized (Buchmann, Griitter, &
Zuffiano, 2022). Indeed, evidence from research suggests that educational and occupational aspirations are
associated with the ways in which parents shape children’s activities, time, and learning environment (Babuc,
2015). For example, P6 said;

Whenever | have free time, my child engages me in pretend play, setting up scenarios like a shopping mall or a
doctor's office. She assigns roles, sets prices for items, and exchanges pretend money. Sometimes, she plays
the doctor, diagnosing and treating me with imaginary injections. These playful interactions are a regular part
of our home.

To confirm the aspersion that parental aspiration influences parental involvement P6 had this to say;

It’s difficult to mention any because we have not known this idea until this discussion and I think from now
that we have learnt about PBL we will try to see what we can do to support the children’s learning.

It follows that, since this parent had limited understanding about PBL, his engagement was also limited and as
such disadvantaged the child.

The study has shown that aspirational parents are often proactive in ensuring that their children have
opportunities for play-based learning. These parents often prioritize spaces for play, whether it's a safe outdoor
area or an indoor setting conducive to hands-on activities like building blocks or art projects. This category of
parent goes further to actively engage in play themselves. As Parent 5 shared;

at home we are able to play with the children we may play football...netball and singing.

The study indicate that involvement allows parents to guide the child’s learning experience through play, while
also offering a chance to bond and reinforce educational values in a fun and natural way. Parent 2 observed
that;

It is actually very important for child development because it will also give you a chance to teach and study the
child on how smart the kid is and which direction you think she is going and how you can help to develop or
change that.

The study also revealed that parents who believe in the value of education often foster curiosity through open-
ended play activities, such as pretend play, building, or art. For example, P6 shared that;

I get toys and games that can challenge the child and in education context as well as creating time for children
whenever at home. I insist on cocomelon ... those were they sing songs about numbers, about shape, how to
greet.

The research highlights that parents who hold high aspirations for their children are more inclined to engage in
behaviours that promote their children's development, including involvement in play-based learning. Parents
with high aspirations would further encourage exploration and curiosity from a young age, and play-based
learning encourages children to be curious and discover the world around them (Durning, Baker, &
Ramchandani, 2024). Parents who view education as a critical component of their child’s future success are
more likely to create opportunities for meaningful learning experiences at home. Parents with aspirations for
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their child’s success may encourage child-led play, which allows children to pursue their interests and curiosity
(Parker & Thomsen, 2019). For instance, Parent 6 shared how they engage in pretend play activities, such as
role-playing as doctors or shopkeepers, with the child. This type of interaction not only reinforces learning but
also reflects an understanding of the importance of educational play in children's development. Similarly, other
parents, like Parent 4, expressed their active participation in acquiring toys and supporting their child’s play
experiences, regardless of whether the school provided such resources. This helps children build confidence
and a love for learning, contributing to long-term development and personal growth (Kaluba, Kalinde,
Mambwe, Sichula, & Njobvu, 2021).

The research also pointed to an interesting observation from Parent 6, who acknowledged limited knowledge
about play-based learning before the study but now felt motivated to engage more proactively. This finding
suggests that parental aspirations can evolve when parents gain new knowledge, thereby increasing their
involvement. Additionally, parents who aspire to their children's success tend to foster environments that
encourage exploration (Kaluba, et al. 2021) and learning through play, such as providing building blocks,
letters, or engaging in various physical activities like sports, as noted by Parent 5. For example, in the home
environment they may dedicate time to creating a stimulating home environment filled with appropriate toys,
books, and materials that encourage exploration and imagination. It is important to note that aspirational
parents’ guide children and don’t want to overcontrol the children (Gutman, & Akerman, 2008).

Parental self-efficacy

Self-efficacy is a belief about one’s capabilities to perform a specific task, and these beliefs determine how a
person thinks, acts, and feels (Bojczyk, Haverback & Pae, 2018). It refers to a parent’s belief in their ability to
effectively support their child's learning and development. Parental self-efficacy is a belief that one can
successfully parent a child, which affects one’s readiness to take on the role of their child’s first teacher
(Dixon-Elliott, 2019). Studies have shown direct links between self-efficacy and parent involvement at school
and in educational activities at home (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 1992; Seefeldt et al., 1998).

When parents feel confident in their ability to help their child succeed, they are more likely to engage in
behaviours that positively influence their child’s developmental and learning outcomes. For instance, parent 5
indicated that;

When parents are aware of the play-based learning then they can fully contribute to the play for children,
schools need to invite parents and share what is involved in play-based learning.

Parent 3 shared that;

Some parents feel uncomfortable to play with their children because they are not certain on how to play with
them, that is we don’t have much knowledge on how to conduct playful learning.

This shows that individuals with high self-efficacy are likely to persist longer on a task and challenge
themselves more than those with lower self-efficacy. Most parents shared that when a parent feels confident,
they would be willing to communicate with teachers (Sha et al.2016), they will be able to initiate
communication with teachers because they feel comfortable asking questions, seeking advice, and discussing
their child’s play and development with educators. Parent 3 hinted that;

I discuss with the teacher, attend sensitization meetings and follow what the guidelines shared by the school.

Parental self-efficacy plays a critical role in influencing how confident and capable parents feel about their
ability to support their children's learning (Graham-Clay, 2024). The study indicates that parents who feel more
confident in their parenting skills are more likely to engage in activities that promote their children's
educational development, including play-based learning. For example, Parent 5 suggested that when parents
are knowledgeable about the benefits of play-based learning, they are more likely to contribute to their child's
educational experiences. Similarly, Parent 3 observed that some parents feel uncomfortable with play-based
learning due to a lack of understanding of how to facilitate such activities. This highlights the importance of
providing parents with sufficient information and training to boost their confidence and self-efficacy (Graham-
Clay, 2024).
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In order to become involved in their children’s education, parents must perceive that they have the necessary
skills to help their child adequately (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997). In fact, parents who feel competent
in their parenting roles are more likely to engage in teaching behaviours and more likely to create a home
environment that develops children’s emotional, social, and academic development (Mambwe, Phiri, Kalinde,
Sichula, and Kaluba, 2021). Further, when parents feel confident in their ability to engage in their child's
learning, they are more likely to seek out resources, consult with teachers, and discuss their child's progress, as
noted by Parent 4 and Parent 3. This aligns with research by Sha et al., (2016), which suggests that confident
parents are more likely to initiate communication with teachers, fostering a collaborative approach to
supporting their child's development.

The study revealed that parental self-efficacy plays a critical role in shaping parental involvement in ECE, it is
a crucial factor in encouraging active parental involvement in ECE. Parenting self-efficacy has shown to be an
extraordinarily powerful determinant of effective parenting behaviour in most societies. Parents with high self-
efficacy are generally more optimistic, authoritative, and consistent in their interactions with their children
than those with lower parenting self-efficacy (Sha, et al., 2016). It is also shown that parents with high self-
efficacy are more likely to monitor their children’s schoolwork and to participate actively at the school
(Williams et al., 2017).

Considering that they are confident parents with an impetus to create a more structured, supportive, and
enriched environment, that encourages their child to play and learn. Besides, these parents set high
expectations on their children, they tend to set ambitious but attainable goals for their children’s play and
learning (Douglas, 2023). Parents with self-efficacy are more likely to read with their children, assist with
homework, and provide learning resources at home, such parents will create a positive learning environment
(Kalinde, Mambwe, Sichula, and Kaluba,2021).

Note that when parents believe in their ability to contribute to their child's development, they work alongside
teachers to set goals and support the child’s academic progress (Sha, et al., 2016). This will lead to increased
parental involvement in school/class activities, for example, they are more likely to volunteer in classrooms,
participate in school events, or become part of parent-teacher organisations, feeling confident that their
presence and involvement can make a difference (Williams et al., 2017), such confident parents often
encourage their children to engage in extracurricular activities, further enriching their educational experience
and promoting well-rounded development (Kalinde, Sichula, Mambwe, & Kaluba, 2021).

When parents believe in their ability to positively influence their child’s learning, they are more likely to
engage in supportive, enriching behaviours that foster success in all the domains of the child development
(Sha, et al., 2016). Teachers and schools can support and enhance this self-efficacy, creating a positive
feedback loop that benefits both parents and children. Hoover-Dempsey et al., (1992) in their study show that
parents with higher self-efficacy spent more time engaging in activities with their children at home and
volunteered in their child’s class for more times comparatively to parents with low self-efficacy.

The study shows that parents naturally engage in play-based learning, such as pretend play, building blocks,
and art activities. Epstein’s model highlights the vital role parents play in supporting learning at home (Nardo,
2021). For example, Parent 5’s role-playing with their child as doctors or shopkeepers helps foster cognitive
and social development. Vygotsky’s theory aligns with this, emphasizing how parents can scaffold their child’s
learning within the zone of proximal development (ZPD) through play-based activities, promoting cognitive
growth through cultural tools and social interaction (Barratt-Pugh et al., 2022).

Parental perception of PI in PBL

Parents’ perceptions of their involvement in supporting play-based learning in ECE reflect a range of beliefs,
practices, and expectations. This theme is discussed based on the subtheme parent perception of the school.

Parent perception of the school

Of interest is parental perceptions about the school, particularly concerning the extent to which teachers
appeared to care about individual children and the willingness of teachers to encourage communication and
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interaction with parents. For example, P4 shared that;

When I visited my child’s class, I was happy with the physical environment being very clean and the teacher
relationship with the children was good.

The perceptions that parents have of a school can play a significant role in shaping their degree of involvement
in their child's development and learning. For example, it’s a general observation that in most public-school
parents rarely speak out on what they would need for their children, whilst in private school’s parents are able
to go outside the boundary and speak out for their child. For instance, some teachers shared that;

Some parents have come to school to find out about appropriate material that children can use for play, we
have shared with some parents on how to use some of the education apps such as the jolly phonics app (F3T2).

The research also emphasizes the significant impact of parental perceptions about the school on their
involvement in their children's education. Parents who view the school environment positively are more likely
to participate in their child's learning, particularly when they feel welcomed and supported by the educators
(Duman, Aydin & Ozfidan, 2018). A key finding from this study is that parents' perceptions of the physical
environment, teacher-student relationships, and availability of resources influence their level of involvement in
school-related activities.

For example, Parent 4 appreciated the cleanliness and positive teacher relationships in the classroom, while
Parent 2 highlighted the importance of having adequate toys and materials for play-based learning. It is argued
that the parents’ level of involvement is likely to be affected by the school itself (PuriSi¢ & Bunijevac, 2017).
If teachers appear to care about the welfare of the child, communicate respect for parents, and develop
effective means of communicating with families, parents are more willing and able to become involved in their
children’s development and learning (Graham-Clay, 2024). Research and theory suggest that parents'
involvement is not solely influenced by their own motivations or capabilities but is also closely tied to how
they perceive the school environment, its culture, and the attitudes of staff members (Day, Sammons, &
Gorgen, 2020). The level of parental involvement in a child’s development and learning is much influenced by
the perceptions of the school environment, including its culture, policies, and practices (Holloway, et al.,
2008). A school that is supportive, communicative, inclusive, and responsive to families will likely see higher
levels of parental involvement (Gross, Bettencourt, Taylor, Francis, Bower, & Singleton, 2020)

On the other hand, schools that are perceived as unwelcoming, exclusive, or unresponsive to parents’ needs
may discourage engagement (Siegel, Esqueda, Berkowitz, Sullivan, Astor & Benbenishty, 2019). Therefore,
schools should actively work to create an environment that fosters a sense of partnership with parents to ensure
the best educational outcomes for students. It is argued that schools that create a warm, welcoming, and
inclusive atmosphere are more likely to encourage parents to get involved (Siegel et al., 2019). When parents
feel comfortable and valued, they are more likely to engage in school events, meetings, and support their
child's learning and development including play (Gross et al., 2020). This is consistent with previous findings
suggesting that parental satisfaction with the school environment can lead to greater parental involvement in
educational activities. This difference may be attributed to varying levels of communication and perceived
responsiveness from school staff (Graham-Clay, 2024).

Schools that provide clear, regular communication whether through newsletters, emails, or parent-teacher
conferences even through WhatsApp, can help parents feel more connected and informed (Graham-Clay,
2024). This transparency creates an environment where parents feel confident in their understanding of their
child's progress and the school's goals and the parents will easily be immersed in such kind of involvement
(O’Toole, Kiely, & McGillicuddy, 2019). Teachers also play a pivotal role in encouraging parental involvement
by initiating communication and offering activities that would engage both parents and children. For instance,
F3T3 observed that some parents actively sought advice on appropriate materials for play and even requested
suggestions on educational apps, reflecting their willingness to engage more deeply in their children's learning.

Schools that make efforts to include all types of parents, regardless of socioeconomic background, cultural
differences, or language barriers, can foster broader parent engagement (Vermeulen, & Kalinde, 2016). When
parents feel that their participation is welcomed and that their voices are heard, they are more likely to get
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involved (Kamenarac, 2021).

Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence highlights how school, family, and community interact to
shape a child's development (Grant & Ray, 2018). In this case, parents' perceptions of the school environment
such as teacher-student relationships, available resources, and the school's overall atmosphere play a critical
role in motivating their involvement in their child's learning (Winthrop et al., 2021). Vygotsky’s theory,
particularly the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), further reinforces the importance of a
supportive environment. According to Vygotsky, learning occurs through social interactions (Tucker, 2014),
and children’s cognitive development is enhanced when they are scaffolded by more knowledgeable others
(Nardo, 2021), such as parents and teachers.

Ways parents perceive as their role in enhancing play-based learning in ECE

This section is discussed using the following themes; parental involvement in PBL, creating a supportive
learning environment for PI in PBL and role of parents in PBL in ECE.

Parental involvement in PBL

Parental involvement in play-based learning is essential for fostering a child's cognitive, emotional, and social
development. Parents were asked to share their view on the role they are supposed to play in supporting their
children's play-based learning at the centre as well as at home, most parents indicated that their role is to
ensure children interact and play with other children in the neighbourhood, this is from the background that
parents want to choose who their child would play with. Most of the parent asked, mentioned that they are
supposed to ensure availability of material and resources for play such as toys, building blocks, dolls, books
and other things that could be of help for the child to learn. Other parents emphasised for the;

...need to create an enabling environment for children and providing certain toys that would help to create a
rich learning environment (Parent 6).

Parental engagement is crucial for the success of play-based learning (PBL) in ECE. The study found that
parents primarily engage in PBL activities at home, ranging from structured activities with educational toys to
unstructured play that promotes creativity and social interaction. However, parents reported limited
opportunities for engagement at school, agreeing with Sichula et al., (2021) that there 1s insufficient evidence
of parental involvement in PBL at school. Roksa and Kinsley (2019) note that the value placed on parent
engagement by teachers and schools significantly influences parental involvement. School-based involvement
also offers opportunities for parents to interact with teachers and staff (Sheldon, 2002).

Epstein highlights the role of parents in creating a supportive home environment that nurtures children’s
development (Roksa and Kinsley, 2019). In the context of play-based learning, parents can create a home
environment that encourages play and exploration. This aligns with play-based learning principles, where
children learn best when they are free to explore and engage with their surroundings (Sheldon, 2002).

Creating a supportive learning environment for PI in PBL.

Creating a supportive learning environment for PI in PBL is essential to fostering a collaborative approach
between parents, teachers, and children. Parents were of the view that if workshops can be organised
occasionally to share with parents about play based learning and how the parents can play their part. Parent 5
mentioned that;

Workshops and information sessions, organise such activities to explain the benefits of PBL activities. Offer
parents guides with activities that they can easily do at home.

Teachers encourage parents to create play-friendly environments at home by allowing children to engage in
safe, meaningful play. Additionally, they propose lending play resources to parents to help create supportive
home environments. This aligns with Lungu and Matafwali (2020), who found that parents believed providing
resources for home use would help bridge the gap between home and school learning. Vygotsky’s theory

Page 1430 www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume IX Issue VI June 2025

%, S
¢ RSIS ~

suggests that parents should not only observe but actively engage with their children during play
(Mermelshtine, 2017). Scaffolding strategies during play might include guiding a child through the steps of a
task, introducing challenges to extend their thinking, or providing encouragement to try new things (Tandon et
al., 2012).

The role of parents in play- based learning in ECE

This section looks at the perception of parents regarding their role in enhancing play-based learning in ECE.
This theme will address the findings on the role of parents in PBL as perceived by the parents.

Asked about how they are engaged in PBL Parent 8 had this to share;

Parents should provide a conducive environment for children to do the play based learning even at home... we
need to support them in play-based way of doing things.

Parent 3 stated that;

I am involved in play with the child at home, I have got the child the building blocks, and letters. We play hide
and seek with the letters in the home... the child is made to identify the letters- this helps the learner stay
focused and learn with easy.

As noted from the responses, most parents shared that they have a responsibility in ensuring that the child is
provided with opportunities to play through provision of necessary play material as well as having an
environment that is safe for play.

Parents were asked to find out how they felt their involvement impacted their child's play-based learning
experience. Parents shared similar sentiments that when they engage themselves with their children, they tend
to understand the children more and, become very close to them and as such one tends to take responsibility in
any form of the child’s behaviour. Some parents shared that their involvement has impacted their children in
that they have built self-confidence, the children tend to learn things faster and have become independent and
free with the parents that is they are able to ask the parents whenever they needed clarity (Olsen & Smith,
2020).

... my kid has become so free with me that she expresses herself with confidence, it has helped my daughter to
be open and wanting to learn (Parent4).

The parents shared that they are beginning to learn and understand PBL, went further to suggest that if they are
to involve themselves, children will learn more and will further enhance the relationship with their children.

It will mean a lot and it will be helpful to the child and encourage her to do more than she is doing right now, I
think she will do a lot (Parent 3).

The study explored parents’ perceptions of their roles in supporting play-based learning. The findings reveal
that parents understand their role as vital in creating a conducive environment for PBL both at home and in the
broader learning context. This environment includes not only physical space but also emotional and social
support (Rahman, et al. 2019), such as encouraging children to interact with peers and participate in playful
activities that stimulate their development.

Parent 8 stressed that providing a conducive environment for play-based learning is essential. This includes
ensuring that there is enough space and suitable materials for children to engage in play, both at home and in
school (Taylor & Boyer, 2020). Likewise, Parent 1 highlighted the importance of encouraging children to
socialize with others and take an active interest in what the children are doing. This approach fosters social
development and collaborative learning, which are integral components of PBL (Rahman, et al., 2019).

Parent 3 shared specific examples of how they actively engage in play with their child at home, such as using
building blocks and letters to play games like hide-and-seek. This not only aids the child’s focus but also helps
the child identify letters, reinforcing learning in a playful, hands-on manner (Bipath, et al., 2022). This type of

Page 1491

www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume IX Issue VI June 2025

2
~

interaction showcases the active involvement that parents can have in guiding their children’s learning through
play (Bipath, et al., 2022), helping them develop foundational skills in a relaxed, enjoyable context (Mambwe,
Phiri, Kalinde, Sichula, & Kaluba, 2024).

Parent 5 emphasized the importance of ensuring that children have a variety of play materials. Providing
diverse materials allows children to explore different aspects of their environment, sparking creativity and
helping them develop new skills (Buchmann, et al., 2022). This variety, as suggested by Parent 5, also ensures
that the child is not limited in their learning experiences and can engage in a wide range of activities that
promote cognitive, motor, and social development (Buchmann, et al., 2022).

Parent 9 articulated that their involvement includes reviewing schoolwork, finding materials for play, and
encouraging children to play with their friends (Yulianti, et al., 2022). This suggests that parents see
themselves as partners in their children’s learning (Holloway et al. 2008), reinforcing the idea that learning is
not confined to the classroom but extends to the home environment (Bipath et al., 2022). The emphasis on
social play and the provision of appropriate materials highlights the role of parents in ensuring that their
children have the resources and opportunities they need to engage in meaningful play-based learning (Taylor &
Boyer, 2020).

Moreover, parents acknowledged the positive impact of their involvement in their children’s play. Several
parents, such as Parent 4, reported that their active engagement in play has helped their children build self-
confidence, become more independent, and express themselves more freely (Olsen & Smith, 2020). Parent 3
emphasized that when parents are involved, children tend to learn faster and are more motivated to engage in
learning activities. This underscores the value of parental involvement in fostering an enriching and supportive
environment for play-based learning (Gross et al., 2020).

Overall, the findings underscore that parents play a crucial role in facilitating play-based learning by creating a
supportive home environment (Bunijevac, 2017), engaging in play activities, and ensuring that their children
have the materials and resources necessary for effective learning. Parental involvement is not only about
providing physical resources but also about nurturing a positive attitude toward learning, encouraging social
interaction, and being actively engaged in the child's development (Janssen & Vandenbroeck, 2018).

Parental involvement is crucial here because parents, through scaffolding, can support their child’s learning
within the ZPD (Yulianti, et al., 2022). In a play-based learning context, parents can guide children’s play by
providing just the right level of assistance to help the child reach the next developmental stage. For example,
parents can engage in pretend play with their child, provide suggestions, or help solve problems that arise
during play activities (Olsen & Smith, 2020).

Measures to improve PI to enhance PBL in ECE

Improving parental involvement in ECE is crucial to supporting play-based learning, as it helps create a
cohesive learning environment at home and school. This question will be discussed using the following
themes; consistent communication, interaction beyond open days and collaborative relationship between
teachers and parents.

Consistent communication between parents and teachers.

Consistent communication between parents and teachers is key to supporting a child’s development and
ensuring the success of play-based learning. Asked how parental involvement can be enhanced, the parents
overwhelmingly mentioned the need for regular communication, for instance;

Parent 2 mentioned that;

having good communication with the teachers is necessary so that there can be sharing of information about
the child.

Parent-teacher communication is crucial for reinforcing the effectiveness of play-based learning (PBL).
Consistent and structured communication helps align expectations, share learning goals, and create a unified
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approach to supporting children's development. According to Gibson et al., (2015) in Keung and Cheung
(2023), frequent communication enhances parents' understanding of PBL, fostering stronger connections
between parents and children during activities.

Interaction between parents and teachers beyond open days

Interaction beyond open days is essential for building strong, ongoing partnerships between parents and
educators, ensuring continuous support for a child’s development. To ensure continuous engagement, parents
suggested need for more time of engagement with teachers. For instance, parent 8 shared that;

If schools could have been inviting us so that they share with us parents about PBL.

Teachers need to encourage parents to stay engaged throughout the year by regularly consulting with them
about their children's development. Research shows that parents value the chance to attend and observe
lessons, learning how Play-Based Learning (PBL) supports their child's growth. Additionally, parents believe
that participating in the planning and reflection of PBL activities helps them better understand the approach,
empowering them to support similar activities at home (Bipath et al., 2022).

Collaborative relationship between teachers and parents

A collaborative relationship between teachers and parents is essential for supporting student growth. When
teachers and parents work together, they can share insights about the child's progress, challenges, and
strengths. This theme will be discussed using the following subheadings; shared responsibility, volunteering
and creating parent friendly schools.

Shared responsibility

Shared responsibility refers to the collective role that both teachers and parents play in a child's education and
development (Boit, 2020). In a collaborative relationship, both parties are accountable for supporting the
child’s learning and well-being.

Teachers shared that to enhance shared responsibility parents need to be given room to decide on certain
matters, and were possible allow parents demonstrate some activities through play at school as guest teachers.
Collaboration in planning play-based learning activities, joint responsibility between parents and teachers to
support both ends of the child’s education Parent 6 put it that;

Children only spend part of their time at school during the day, the other half is at home, so if what was
happening in play time at school is beneficial to them, then even at home it can be beneficial.

This shared responsibility would help create a consistent and supportive foundation for the child, promoting
their academic success and personal growth (Theoharis, 2024).

Volunteering in school activities to support PBL

Volunteering in school activities is a valuable way for parents to actively engage in a child's development and
learning (Gross, et al., 2020). Parents expressed readiness to volunteer for play activities in the child’s class
and to observe the learning of the child whilst at school. Parent 4 voiced out that;

I would, if that would help the kids, I would volunteer to go and give a lesson to teach them.

When parents volunteer, whether by helping with events, assisting in the classroom, or supporting
extracurricular programs, they contribute to creating a positive and inclusive school environment (Weinstein,
2021). Volunteering also strengthens the connection between home and school, allowing parents to better
understand the learning process and foster a greater sense of community. Moreover, it sets a positive example
for children, showing them the importance of giving back and being involved in their educational journey
(Theoharis, 2024).
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Creating parent friendly schools

Creating parent-friendly schools involves fostering an inclusive, welcoming environment where parents feel
valued and encouraged to participate in their child's education.

Parent 7 shared that;

Teachers need to engage parents, welcoming us, as a result parents will feel free in getting engaged in what
children are doing.

Creating a welcoming school environment that fosters informal interactions is crucial for building strong
parent-teacher partnerships. Gross et al. (2020) emphasize the importance of a community where both parents
and teachers feel valued, respected, and empowered to collaborate in supporting children's learning and
development. Epstein’s fifth type of involvement, parent participation in decision-making can be further
strengthened by providing more opportunities for parents to discuss and contribute to PBL planning and
activities (Goodall, 2022).

Epstein’s theory of family involvement is relevant to studies on parental involvement in play-based learning
because it underscores how various forms of parental engagement can support and enhance children’s
development through play (Epstein, Sanders, Sheldon, Simon, Salinas, Jansorn, & Van Voorhis, 2009) and
suggests that family engagement is crucial for children’s academic success and development. By involving
parents in creating a supportive environment for play, maintaining open communication, volunteering,
reinforcing learning at home, contributing to decision-making, and collaborating with the community, families
can provide a strong foundation for effective play-based learning experiences (Hornby & Witte, 2010). This
comprehensive involvement helps to ensure that children receive consistent, meaningful support both at home
and in school, leading to richer, more effective play-based learning outcomes (Parker & Thomsen, 2019).

CONCLUSION

This study underscores the critical role of parental understanding, aspirations, and self-efficacy in shaping their
involvement in play-based learning (PBL) in ECE (Durisi¢, & Bunijevac, 2017). The findings indicate that
while many parents initially lacked awareness of PBL, they were able to relate it to familiar activities they
engage in at home, highlighting a significant knowledge gap. This gap suggests the need for increased
education and resources to help parents recognize and support play-based learning more intentionally (Duman,
et al. 2018).

Parental aspirations emerged as a key motivator for involvement, with parents who held high aspirations for
their children's future being more proactive in creating play-rich environments that foster learning (Babuc,
2015). Furthermore, the study revealed that when parents felt confident in their abilities to support their
children’s development, their involvement in PBL increased, demonstrating the importance of self-efficacy in
fostering a positive learning environment (Singh & Ngadni, 2023). Parents with high self-efficacy were more
likely to engage in educational activities and seek collaboration with educators, creating a supportive network
for their child’s growth (Dixon-Elliott, 2019).

The study also emphasizes that parents see themselves as essential partners in their children's PBL journey,
both at home and in school. Parents who perceive schools as welcoming and responsive are more likely to
engage actively in their children's learning experiences, particularly in play-based settings (Sha et al.2016).
They recognize the importance of providing an enriching and safe environment for play, offering appropriate
materials (O'Toole, et al. 2019), and encouraging social interactions with peers. Furthermore, parents who
actively engage in play with their children not only enhance their children's cognitive, social, and emotional
development but also build stronger, more supportive relationships with them (Gross, Bettencourt, Finch,
Plesko, Paulson & Singleton, 2022; Hornby & Witte,2010; Mambwe, et al., 2021). Moreover, effective
communication between parents and teachers, as well as a collaborative approach to education, are crucial for
ensuring the success of PBL (Graham-Clay, 2024). The research suggests that consistent communication,
ongoing teacher-parent interactions beyond open days, and shared responsibility between parents and
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educators are vital components for enhancing parental involvement (Graham-Clay, 2024) in ECE. Volunteering
in school activities and creating parent-friendly school environments also play significant roles in
strengthening the partnership between home and school (Day, et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2017).
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