
Identifying the difference in values between parents and their school-leaving children 

 

By Bernardt Gerber and Emile van der Ryst 
 

Children are the future of tomorrow. The values and principles imparted to them today will have a 

major effect on them as they become adults and step out into the world. Against the backdrop of an 

integrated and interconnected society where information overload is preeminent, how easy is it for 

parents to impart the values and principles they wish to leave their children with? Furthermore, 

what factors do teens face at school and among peers that may hamper this “DNA-transfer”? 
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1 Introduction 
 

The authors had previously conducted research in this specific field for various schools as well as a 

local Christian radio station which was the driving force behind the decision to conduct further 

research on this topic. Previous research conducted by the authors indicated that sexual behaviour 

and related aspects such as viewing pornography were prevalent amongst youth. They were also 

more inclined to discuss their issues with peers instead of approaching their parents. Consequently 

it is suspected that their value systems aren’t primarily influenced by their parents and that potential 

differences in the value systems of children and parents needed clarification.  

 

A review was conducted on existing research among adolescents. This research made for some 

interesting reading and further strengthened the decision made by the authors to investigate this 

topic. Some examples included research on the values of adolescents in the United States of 

America (Salmond and Schoenberg, 2009) what children believed their highest values were (Piirto, 

2005), as well as issues experienced by adolescents in a research paper done in the United States of 

America (Arora, 2004). 

 

The study conducted on the values of adolescents in the U.S.A. revealed that they were just as likely 

to approach their parents or friends for advice when making moral choices. The choices made by 

children were also influenced by the style of parenting they received at home. Children were more 

likely to have sex, lie or drink alcohol if they came out of a house where the parenting style was 

either characterised by the use of force or a parent being uninvolved. These actions became less 

prominent in households where the child and parent made a collective decision regarding the child, 

or where the parent explained why he/she didn’t want the child to do something specific (Salmond 

and Schoenberg, 2009). The parent role of transferring values to a child can therefore be seen as 

being influential on the application of values. 

 

The parenting role is therefore important, especially taking into consideration the issues that 

adolescents face today. Adolescents in the U.S.A. felt that drugs, smoking and alcohol was the 

biggest problem their fellow peers faced (20% of all mentions), whilst sexual issues and morals / 

attitudes received 5% mentions (Arora, 2004). Sexual issues were a bigger issue for females (9% 

compared to the 1% of males), whilst morals / attitudes were seen as a bigger issue for males (7% 

compared to the 3% of males). Adolescent issues surrounding sexual behaviour, drugs, smoking and 

drinking alcohol are all born in the formative years. These activities are influenced not only by the 

parent and parenting style, but also by aspects such as media, friends and social networking. These 

activities are new experiences to these adolescents and it can be assumed that in a lot of instances, 

they would discuss engaging in these activities with an individual before actually doing it. In the 

previous paragraph it was mentioned that they were just as likely to approach their friends or 

parents before making these decisions. It is therefore vitally important to understand what the 

differences in values are between children and adults, as this influences what is being said during 

these discussions. 

 

Self-respect and honesty was seen as two of the most important values amongst adolescents in the 

U.S.A. (Piirto, 2005). Females placed higher emphasis on self-respect, but this was also perceived 

by males as being important. Self-respect was ranked 3rd highest in a group that also involved 

values such as freedom, health, equality, friendship and wisdom. Honesty was also one of the 

highest scoring values in a group that also involved values such as helpfulness, obedience, loyalty, 

self-control, responsibility and forgiveness. This research paper indicated that positive values is still 

desired by children, but as stated in the previous paragraph, these positive values can be negatively 

influenced by the role of either parents, peers or other aspects. 
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This research therefore aims to explore the potential differences between the values and principles 

of parents and their school-leaving children in the context of a South African society. The rapid 

development of information technology such as social media has turned our planet into a global 

village. Within this global village information is shared at a pace never seen before. This 

phenomenon likely contributes to shaping who we are today and who we will be tomorrow.  

 

In the past, ideas, and more specifically values and norms, where transferred from parents, teachers 

or other adults unto children. This still happens in the world we live in today, but now competes 

with the underlying values and norms of social society as teens are continuously bombarded with 

information. Furthermore, the integration of mobile technology with social media now implies 

continuous interaction among peers, even after hours and on weekends. In light of these 

developments an investigation was conducted to shed light on the current state of affairs within a 

South African context. 

 

The research aims to explore the following two questions:  

 

1. Are there any major differences between the values and principles of parents and their school-

leaving children?  

2. Do parents have accurate perceptions of the main social issues / dangers that are threatening 

teens - specifically at schools? How do their perceptions differ from the reality? 

 

The authors of this paper have been involved in social research of a similar nature for the past three 

years, engaging with various schools, churches and other interest groups. These engagements have 

taught the authors that there is a great need for more research among youth and schools. Previous 

research revealed some alarming findings of the dangers that may cause physical and/or 

psychological harm to our youth.  

 

The insights generated from this research paper can be used to inform parents, schools, churches 

and other interest groups about perception differences that may exist within our society today and 

help them to better understand the actual issues experienced by children in South African schools. 

The authors also wish to pave the way for further research in order to ultimately empower the South 

African adult population to better understand our youth and contribute positively towards their 

personal development and growth. 

 

2 Methodology 
 

The research approach that was followed can be described as descriptive and exploratory in nature. 

A combination of qualitative and quantitative methods was employed in order to generate sufficient 

information to address the research objectives outlined. The research focused on two distinct 

respondent groupings namely high school pupils over the age of 16 and parents who currently have 

children of this age in high school.  

 

To this effect, two surveys were conducted. One survey aimed at pupils was designed to test the 

values and principles that are prevalent amongst them. Respondents were asked to rate a set of 

quantitative attributes on a 1 to 5 agreement scale (1 = I don't agree at all, and 5 = I totally agree). 

These attributes explored various social issues that high school children may typically encounter 

including drug and alcohol abuse, pornography, smoking, depression, sex and the impact of social 

media. Attitudinal aspects regarding how youth interact with people and their environment around 

them were also tested. The degree to which pupils had been exposed before to various social 

matters as listed above was further explored. Attribute questions were typically designed to uncover 

social issues within the context of a school environment. Open–ended questions (yielding 
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qualitative, unstructured responses) were asked in order to gauge what burning issues / questions 

teens always wanted to share with their parents but never had to courage to do so.  

 

A self-completion (paper-based) questionnaire was distributed at a Pretoria based High school by 

teachers in a classroom setting and under full adult supervision. Respondents were not sampled, 

rather, all grade 11 and 12 pupils present were handed a questionnaire and could decide whether to 

complete it or not. In order to adhere to SAMRA guidelines for research conducted among children, 

participation had to be made completely voluntary and anonymous. The research instrument was 

designed in collaboration with school management in order to ensure that the most prevalent aspects 

of youth and their environment were covered and that the content of the questionnaire was not 

harmful, offensive or degrading in any manner. Data collection was approved by the school 

principle and results will be shared with school management in order for them to address the issues 

outlined in the survey. Results will also be shared on various forums where parents are included. 

Respondents were informed of what the results were to be used for before they were asked to 

participate. 

 

A similar questionnaire was directed to parents with the aim of understanding the values and 

principles they typically aim to impart to their school-leaving children. Questions were also 

formulated around parents’ perceptions of prominent social issues in schools. The parent 

questionnaire used was both quantitative and qualitative in nature. The same agreement scale with 

overlapping items described above was used. The survey also included several open-ended 

questions surrounding values and principles (imparted to children and in a personal capacity), 

concerns and challenges relating to parenthood, and perceptions pertaining to issues encountered in 

schools.  

 

A database of more than 40 000 online community members was targeted with the survey. 

Respondents completed the survey online and were invited via e-mail to participate. Respondents 

completed the survey on a voluntary self-selection basis and each respondent had an equal 

opportunity to participate. Respondents were screened on the requirement of having at least one 

child currently in high school above the age of 16. Respondents who did not qualify for the survey 

went on to complete an open-ended question about what they thought the most important values and 

principles were that society needed to impart on youth. Although this did not form part of the initial 

research objectives, results were included for interest sake to supplement the research findings. A 

total of 279 parents completed the survey, with an additional 302 disqualified respondents 

completing the values and principles question described above.  

 

Data for the pupil survey was captured using scanner template technology (Remark Office) which 

automatically generates a data file. Verbatim responses were hand captured. The online survey 

platform used for the parent survey automatically captures all responses onto a data file. The two 

datasets were analysed separately using Microsoft Excel Pivot Tables as well as statistical software 

(Statistica) for reliability and validity analysis. The scale questionnaire for parents and children 

tested at 0.79 and 0.78 respectively, which is indicative of high internal consistency reliability. No 

scale items were removed from the analysis. Attribute results were analysed by means of generating 

frequency tables and drawing comparisons. Attribute averages were generated for comparison 

purposes by transposing scale responses to a 100-point index. Qualitative data was analysed using a 

text-analytics software tool (Clarabridge). This tool groups data according to themes and sentiment 

and is driven by a natural language processing engine which enables the researcher to identify the 

most prominent themes and categories of mention as well as the sentiment -whether positive, 

neutral or negative - of what is being said.  
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3 Results 
 

The response group for the parent survey was slightly male dominated (58% male vs. 42% female). 

Forty-six percent of respondents resided in Gauteng and 21% in the Western Cape. 17% of 

respondents were from KZN. The rest of the sample was scattered among the other provinces. 

Seventy percent of parent respondents were Christian, whilst the remaining 30% consisted of 

Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Atheists and various other believe systems. 

 

In terms of the children’s’ survey a total of 218 interviews were conducted with Grade 11 and 12 

pupils that currently attend a high school in Pretoria. The sample is significant on a 90% confidence 

level with 5.57% error margin. Of the 218 respondents, a total of 124 were in Grade 11, while 94 

were in Grade 12. Furthermore, 123 of these respondents were female, whilst 93 were male (2 

respondents didn’t indicate their gender). Over a third of respondents indicated that English was 

their home language (101 of 268 mentions), with Afrikaans and Northern Sotho being the other 

prominent languages (50 mentions for the former and 30 mentions for the latter). The table below 

outlines the home language breakdown for respondents (note that the sample here is larger than the 

total sample due to multiple mentions): 

 

Table 1: Home language breakdown (Children) 
 

 
 

When asked about their religion, almost all of the respondents indicated that they were Christia. 

This was to be expected the school surveyed was predominantly Christian. In terms of family 

composition, over half of the respondents indicated that they were part of their original family 

structure with both parents still married (111 of the 218 mentions). Forty-four respondents indicated 

that they lived with their mother, while 38 of the respondents lived in a hostel. The table below 

outlines the family composition breakdown: 
 

  

What language(s) do you speak at 

home?
n = 268

English 101

Afrikaans 50

Northern Sotho 30

Sotho 24

Zulu 21

Tswana 15

Ndebele 14

Tsonga 6

Swati 3

Xhosa 2

Other 2

Venda 0
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Table 2: Family composition (Children) 
 

 
 

Finally, in terms of social media usage, almost all of the respondents indicated that they made use 

of some form of social media. Facebook and Whatsapp were the most frequently used platforms 

(see table 3 below): 

 

Table 3: Social media usage (Children) 
 

 
 

Respondents were asked to indicate whether certain statements applied to the household they 

formed part of. The options provided for each statement was a simple “Yes” or “No” response. 

Table 4 below outlines the responses to these statements. Most of the respondents indicated that 

they had 3 meals a day and that they had responsibilities within their household. Just over 60% of 

children also indicated that they had supper together as a family, thus indicating that most families 

still see this as a priority within their day to day routine. 
 

  

How would you describe your family? n = 218

Married Parents 111

Single Mom 44

Hostel 38

Single Dad 6

Single Dad 6

Single Caregiver 5

Single Caregiver 5

Alone 2

Foster Care 1

In which social network are you 

active?
n = 210

Facebook 65

Whatsapp 55

BBM 35

Twitter 28

Mxit 27
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Table 4: Household matters (Children) 

 
 

Of more concern was the fact that 15.1% of children experienced verbal and physical aggression in 

their homes. 6.9% of children also indicated that there was alcohol abuse within their families. 

 

Respondents were also asked to rate a set of 13 statements that were more personal in nature. The 

simple “Yes” or “No” response approach was again used for this question. The following two 

statements elicited a response that was higher than 50% (percentages represent proportion of “Yes” 

responses). 

 

Table 5: Attribute set 1 
 

 
 

Firstly, the highest indicative statement was the exposure of children to pornography. 61.5% of all 

respondents indicated that they had been exposed to pornography somewhere earlier in their lives. 

56% of respondents indicated that they had been emotionally hurt by their friends within the past 3 

months. This likely reveals that respondents within this age group are dealing with emotional hurt 

due to relationship issues. It is also possible that there is a degree of emotional bullying amongst 

teens. An open-ended question was posed to children asking what the one thing was they had 

always wanted to tell their parents but never had the courage to do so. Responses were analysed 

using the text analytics software discussed under “methodology”. Results as outlined in figure 1 

below indicate clearly that the number one aspect teens are burning to talk to their parents about is 

dating. The second category – comments regarding boyfriends and girlfriends - could also be seen 

as related. A positive was the fact that 13% of the mentions were regarding gratitude children had 

towards parents. Eleven percent of mentions was regarding teens being sexually active, whilst 7% 

was related to emotional issues. What was concerning was the fact that 4% of mentions – although 

quite low – were related to suicide and self-inflicted physical harm.   

 

  

Which of the following statements apply to you? n = 218

Have you ever been exposed to pornography? 61.5%

Have you been emotionally hurt by friends in the last 

three months?
56.0%
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Figure 1: What are teens burning to tell their parents? 
 

 
 

Consider the following three questions outlined in table 6 below: 
 

Table 6: Attribute set 2 
 

 
 

From the table one can observe that almost half of respondents indicated that they actively think 

about death. Given that respondents are in a phase of adolescence, one can expect to a degree that 

this is a turbulent emotional time within their lives. During this time young people typically try to 

find their identities and take their first meaningful steps into adulthood, yet, the relatively high 

responses should be of some concern. Furthermore, these results could indicate signs of depression 

amongst some respondents, especially considering the fact that 7% of mentions on what teens have 

not been telling their parents are related to emotional issues (See figure 1). 

 

More than 40% of respondents further indicated that they had been emotionally hurt in the past 

three months by either a member of the opposite sex or by a parent. Once again, the role of 

adolescence should be noted in both these statements. The 45% for emotional hurt caused by the 

opposite sex can possibly be seen as expected considering the fact that relationships and dating is 

such a high priority for them (see figure 1). The response provided to the hurt caused by parents 

should however be of greater concern, as it indicates that close to half of parents caused some form 

of emotional distress to their teen. Although a large degree of this could probably be attributed to 

disciplinary actions, the phenomenon may need further investigation. Consider the following three 

attributes in table 7 below: 
 

  

Which of the following statements apply to you? n = 218

Do you think about dying? 49.1%

Have you been emotionally hurt by the opposite sex in 

the last three months?
45.0%

Have you been emotionally hurt by your parents in the 

last three months?
42.7%
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Table 7: Attribute set 3 
 

 
 

Further to the emotional issues discussed, over a third of respondents indicated that they have anger 

management problems. Again, the figure may be slightly inflated since it is hard to define when a 

person who is experiencing some form of anger has an anger management issue. Of great concern is 

the second statement whereby almost a quarter of respondents indicated that they have tried to 

commit suicide before. The natural inclination of the authors was to question the way in which the 

statement was interpreted by respondents, as respondents may have different interpretations of what 

a suicide attempt is. One specific example could be that of respondents cutting themselves and 

seeing this as a suicide attempt. Nonetheless, these results should be alarming to parents and other 

stakeholders alike.  
 

Finally, 17.4% of respondents indicated that they have actively searched for pornography. The 

research does not provide clarity on which search platforms are used (PC at home, laptop, personal 

phone, etc.). Interestingly, qualitative results reveal that very few parents when surveyed mentioned 

pornography as an issue among teens. Assuming that pornography has an impact on a person’s 

emotional and spiritual wellbeing, this issue is potentially overlooked by parents and other interest 

groups. 
 

The following 5 statements were of lesser concern and all yielded ratings below 10%: 
 

Table 8: Attribute set 4 
 

 
 

Results indicate that only a few respondents suffered from eating disorders such as Bulimia or 

Anorexia. These issues were not mentioned much from a parent perspective either. 

 

Next, youth respondents were asked to answers a set of questions by indicating whether a certain 

aspect was currently happening to them, has happened to them in the past, or had never happened 

before. The results to these statements are summarised in the table below. 
  

Which of the following statements apply to you? n = 218

Do you have anger management problems? 34.1%

Have you ever tried to commit suicide? 23.9%

Do you actively search for pornography? 17.4%

Which of the following statements apply to you? n = 218

Have you ever had an abortion? 3.3%

Do you suffer from Anorexia? 3.2%

Do you suffer from Bulimia? 0.5%
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Table 9: Prominent social issues 
 

 
 

Twenty-two percent of respondents indicated that they currently experienced feelings of depression, 

whilst almost half (48.6%) indicated that they’ve experienced feelings of depression in the past. 

One has to acknowledge that this figure is likely inflated by respondents experiencing feelings of 

depression (i.e. an emotional low) versus suffering from actual depression (medical condition). 

Furthermore, close to 15% of respondents also indicated a current or past habit of cutting 

themselves. It has already been established that a relatively high incidence of respondents had 

attempted suicide before, therefore teen depression in this context should not be taken lightly.  

 

More than 13% of respondents indicated that they were currently sexually active, whilst 24.3% of 

respondents indicated that they had been sexually active before. Approximately 8% of respondents 

were smokers whilst 38% had experimented with smoking before. Over a quarter of respondents 

indicated that they had smoked dagga or used other drugs before, whilst 7.3% indicated that they 

currently use drugs. Finally, more than 6% of respondents indicated that they had been sexually 

abused before.  

 

In the next section a closer look is taken at some of the value and principle aspects investigated. 

Table 10 below outlines 25 attributes that youth respondents had to rate. Attributes are ranked 

according to average agreement from lowest to highest. The attributes measures various values and 

principles as well as issues relating to schools rated on a 1 to 5 agreement scale as discussed under 

the methodology section. Columns 3 to 7 contain the frequency of mentions (%) for each attribute 

representing the distribution of responses. An average agreement rating was also calculated by 

converting scale responses to a 100-point index and dividing the sum total of responses by the 

number of respondents who completed the survey. Higher agreement ratings generally denote a 

positive result. In order to ensure stability in interpreting averages, the following statements were 

reverse scored (due to negative slant on statement wording):  
 

 It is all right to lie to get something when I need it 

 I would cheat if it helped me pass my exams 

 Using drugs is common at my school 

 
  

Which of the following is true for you?
This is currently 

happening to me

This has happened to 

me before

This has never 

happened to me 

before

I experience feelings of depression 22.0% 48.6% 29.4%

I am sexually active 13.8% 24.3% 61.9%

I smoke 8.3% 38.1% 53.7%

I use dagga or other drugs 7.3% 19.3% 73.4%

I purposely cut myself 3.2% 11.5% 85.3%

I am being sexually abused (i.e. inappropriately touched, 

suggestive advances, required to perform a sexually related 

activity that makes you feel uncomfortable)

1.4% 5.0% 93.6%
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Table 10: Value and principle attributes (Youth Respondents) 
 

 
 

The first two statements worth mentioning were “Teachers are appreciated by learners” and “I enjoy 

going to school”. Respondents were divided on this and on average gave agreement ratings of 55.1 

and 55.5 respectively. Quite a high proportion of pupils indicated that they did not enjoy school. It 

is interesting to note that 22% of respondents gave some form of disagreement rating to the 

statement “Teachers are appreciated by learners”, possibly indicating that some children already 

have the emotional maturity to identify that learners could be unappreciative towards teachers. 

Interestingly, one of the most important values mentioned by parents was respect – yet, from the 

Attribute Average
Strongly 

Disagree

Slightly 

Disagree

Neither Agree 

or Disagree
Slightly Agree

Strongly 

Agree

My school has lots of good social projects 45.0 21% 24% 22% 20% 13%

Teachers are appreciated by learners 55.1 13% 9% 38% 27% 14%

I enjoy going to school 55.5 19% 8% 27% 26% 21%

I think it is wrong to have sex before you 

are married
59.0 22% 10% 19% 8% 41%

I pray for change in our suburb 59.9 11% 18% 22% 20% 29%

I feel safe at my school 60.4 13% 10% 26% 24% 27%

I am not afraid to take action when I see 

wrong things happening
63.1 4% 13% 32% 27% 24%

Teachers motivate me to grow 65.0 9% 10% 23% 28% 30%

People will approach me for help when they 

go through a difficult time
65.5 6% 10% 29% 28% 28%

I forgive people who have hurt me 66.5 6% 11% 26% 27% 31%

I have someone in my life that I can share my 

deepest secrets with
66.9 17% 7% 14% 15% 47%

I try to help people who are poor and needy 70.9 4% 8% 23% 33% 33%

Using drugs is common at my school 71.9 44% 24% 15% 6% 10%

I show respect to everyone, even when it is 

difficult
72.1 3% 8% 23% 27% 38%

I see myself as a confident person 72.9 4% 8% 21% 28% 40%

The atmosphere in my home is positive 73.2 5% 6% 20% 29% 40%

I am generally a persevering person 74.2 2% 3% 27% 34% 34%

I help someone to make good decisions in 

their life (i.e. a friend, brother or sister)
76.8 2% 2% 22% 35% 39%

It is all right to lie to get something when I 

need it
82.0 58% 23% 12% 4% 3%

I am generally a thankful person 82.2 1% 3% 13% 32% 51%

I am generally a loving person 83.6 3% 3% 9% 26% 59%

Friends should always forgive each other 83.8 3% 3% 10% 24% 60%

I am friends with people who are different 

from me in race and gender 
84.7 4% 3% 9% 20% 65%

I will gladly be there if people need my help 85.2 1% 2% 11% 28% 59%

I would cheat if it helped me pass my exams 89.0 76% 11% 8% 1% 3%
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children’s perspective it is clear that there is a potential lack of respect between pupils and teachers. 

Furthermore, many parents mentioned that their teens do not respect their authority as a parent. 

 

The statement “I think it is wrong to have sex before you are married” yielded an average 

agreement score of 59. Forty-nine percent of respondents showed some form of agreement to this 

statement, whilst 32% of respondents showed some form of disagreement to this statement. This 

could be indicative of a lifestyle change within South Africa, as it possibly indicates a mind shift 

from a more conservative outlook to a more liberal outlook amongst youth. The parent survey 

yielded similar results regarding this matter. The matter of premarital sex and whether it is right or 

wrong is of course debatable and dependent on one’s personal convictions. However, within a 

South African context the matter indeed poses other concerns related to high HIV/Aids figures, teen 

pregnancies and abortions, as well as emotional and spiritual hurt potentially caused by premarital 

sex.  

 

23% of respondents showed some form of disagreement to the statement “I feel safe at my school”. 

The authors are of the opinion that this figure is concerning as a child’s safety at school should be a 

given. Sixty-eight percent of respondents showed some form of disagreement to the statement 

“Using drugs is common at my school”. This is a noticeably lower score than that indicated by 

parents, potentially indicating that obvious concerns such as drug abuse may be less of a concern 

compared to some of the more subtle psychological and emotional social issues discussed above. 

 

Finally, the statements “It is all right to lie to get something when I need it” and “I would cheat if it 

helped me pass my exams” both yielded high disagreement ratings, with 81% of respondents 

disagreeing with the former and 87% disagreeing with the latter. These frequencies could be seen as 

expected, however, the small percentage of respondents that showed some form of agreement to 

these statements (7% and 4% respectively) should still be seen as an area of concern.  

 

Figure 2 below summarises one of the main components of the qualitative analysis conducted 

amongst parents. Parents were asked what they felt the main social issues and threats were that 

youth today were faced with. Using Clarabridge/CENTIM text analytics software, topical 

categories were generated based on respondent mentions. From the graph it is clear that the main 

concern from a parent perspective was drug abuse among youth. Furthermore, 26% of parents 

mentioned peer pressure among youth as a factor to consider. Peer pressure in this context was 

mostly regarding drug and alcohol abuse. Nine percent of mentions was related to alcohol abuse, 

and 8% mentioned sex. Other aspects mentioned included social media (8%), education – referring 

mostly to school grades (5%) and imparting values to children (5%).  

 

Figure 2: Most prominent social issues faced by youth from a parent perspective 
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When asked what the most difficult part of teen parenthood was, referring specifically to school-

leaving teens, the aspect mentioned most often by parents was peer pressure. Parents appear to be 

concerned about the influence peers have on their child. Responses revealed that parents may 

potentially be concerned that external influences (peers) would conflict with the values and 

principles they aim to impart on their child.  

 

Parents further mentioned that peer pressure could lead to teens making poor decisions regarding 

aspects such as drug and alcohol abuse and sex. Parent responses are illustrated in the figure below. 

Thirteen percent of mentions were regarding parents not understanding their teens, whilst a further 

13% of mentions indicated that parents struggled to impart their values and principles to their 

children. Other mentions included teens disrespecting their parents (9%) and difficulties in guiding 

teens in making proper decisions (9%). Parents also indicated that general parenthood was a 

challenge (8%) as well as communicating with their teens (8%). 

 

Figure 3: Most difficult aspects of teen parenthood 
 

 
 

Figure 4 below addresses the matter of values and principles. Two open-ended questions were 

posed to parents: 

 

1) What are the most important values and principles you attempt to impart on your children? 

2) What are the most important personal values and principles that you live by? 

 

The two questions yielded similar results, implying that parents generally attempt to imply the 

values they personally live by to their children. Using text analytics, the authors were able to 

identify distinct categories as outlined in the figure. It was evident by some margin that honesty, 

respect and integrity were the three most important values and principles mentioned by parents. 

Parents also frequently mentioned the importance of being hardworking. Some of the other aspects 

that featured including faith and religion, love, compassion, fairness and trust. Interestingly, when 

posing the question to the group of respondents who did not qualify to complete the survey, similar 

values and principles surfaced (see figure 5 below). 
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Figure 4: Most important values and principles 
 

 
 

Figure 5: Most important values and principles (non-respondents) 
 

 
 

The table below outlines the various attributes that were rated by parents. Attributes are ranked 

according to average agreement from lowest to highest. The attributes measures various values and 

principles as well as issues relating to schools rated on a 1 to 5 agreement scale as discussed under 

the methodology section. Columns 3 to 7 contain the frequency of mentions (%) for each attribute 

representing the distribution of responses. An average agreement rating was also calculated by 

converting scale responses to a 100-point index and dividing the sum total of responses by the 

number of respondents who completed the survey. Higher agreement ratings generally denote a 

positive result. In order to ensure stability in interpreting averages, the following statements were 

reverse scored (due to negative slant on statement wording):  

 

 It is all right to lie to get something when I need it 

 I would cheat if it helped me advance in life 

 I think drug use is common at the school my child / children attend 
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Table 11: Values and Principles Attributes (Parents) 
 

 
 

From the table one can observe that almost a quarter (23%) of parents strongly agrees that drug 

abuse is common at the school their child attends. A further 18% of parents somewhat agreed with 

this statement. As mentioned before parents may be overestimating the severity of issues such as 

drug abuse but underestimating softer issues regarding emotional and psychological matters. The 

statement “I think teachers are appreciated by learners” also scored relatively low compared to the 

other attributes (51.6) with about a third of respondents giving “somewhat disagree” or “strongly 

disagree” ratings. “I think teachers motivate my child / children to grow” was rated relatively low in 

agreement, possibly indicating that parents do not have full confidence in the teachers at their 

child’s school. Furthermore, the average agreement rating for “I feel my child / children are safe at 

their school” was 70.1, with quite a high number of respondents (21%) being indifferent.   

 

The statement regarding premarital sex yielded divided opinions with about half of respondents not 

being of the opinion that premarital sex is wrong. The two highest ranked attributes were related to 

honesty - not lying (93.2) or cheating (93.6). Attributes measuring self-confidence, respect, 

embracing diversity, perseverance, thankfulness, helpfulness and supportiveness were all ranked 

above 85 on average agreement. Attributes that typically involved taking some form of action such 

as “I am not afraid to take action when I see wrong things happening” and “I try to help people who 

are poor and needy” were rated lower than some of the values and principles listed above.  

 

4 Discussion 
 

4.1 Implications 
 

When comparing the results outlined in table 10 (Youth Attributes) to those in table 11 (Parent 

Attributes), it is interesting to note that there are no major differences between the values and 

principles ratings given by the two groups. Both groups rated honesty and integrity related aspects 

Attribute Average
Strongly 

Disagree

Somewhat 

Disagree

Neither 

Agree or 

Disagree

Somewhat 

Agree

Strongly 

Agree

I think drug use is common at the school my child / children attend 43.3 9% 20% 30% 18% 23%

I think teachers are appreciated by learners 51.6 9% 23% 33% 23% 12%

I think premarital sex is wrong 61.6 18% 10% 22% 11% 40%

I think teachers motivate my child / children to grow 62.3 6% 16% 22% 33% 23%

My child / children's school has many social projects 65.1 5% 7% 33% 34% 22%

I feel my child / children are safe at their school 70.1 3% 9% 21% 39% 28%

I forgive people who have hurt me 73.1 1% 9% 17% 41% 32%

My child / children enjoy going to school 73.6 5% 4% 17% 41% 33%

I pray for change in our suburb or community 78.6 6% 4% 13% 23% 54%

I am not afraid to take action when I see wrong things happening 80.0 2% 2% 15% 37% 44%

I have someone in my life that I can share my deepest secrets with 80.1 6% 4% 10% 23% 57%

I try to help people who are poor and needy 80.9 0% 1% 19% 35% 44%

People will approach me for help when they go through a difficult time 81.1 0% 2% 15% 37% 45%

People should always forgive one another 83.3 1% 4% 12% 28% 56%

The atmosphere in our home is positive 84.0 1% 1% 10% 36% 52%

I am generally a loving person 84.1 1% 3% 9% 33% 54%

I see myself as a confident person 86.3 0% 1% 11% 30% 58%

I show respect to everyone, even when it is difficult 86.7 0% 1% 7% 35% 56%

I am friends with people who are different from me in race and culture 87.0 1% 1% 6% 29% 62%

I am generally a persevering person 88.5 0% 0% 6% 31% 62%

I am generally a thankful person 88.8 0% 1% 5% 29% 64%

I try to help people make good decisions in their life (i.e. a friend, brother or sister) 90.1 0% 1% 4% 29% 66%

I will gladly be there if people need my help 91.5 0% 1% 5% 23% 72%

It is all right to lie to get something when I need it 93.2 86% 7% 3% 0% 3%

I would cheat if it helped me advance in life 93.6 87% 8% 2% 1% 3%

* Statement was reverse scored

High Rating = High Agreement = Positive
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high, and both groups are divided on the same matters such as premarital sex and the degree to 

which teachers are appreciated at schools. Overall, youth seem to value the same aspects parents’ 

value. However, there does appear to be some discrepancies on how these values are applied. The 

most important values and principles from a parent perspective were respect, integrity and honesty. 

From the qualitative analysis conducted amongst parents it is often observed that teens do not show 

respect to their parents and teachers.  

 

Furthermore, the foremost concern parents had when raising their teens was the effect of peer 

pressure. It is clear that parents do not feel totally confident in their ability to impart certain values 

and principles to their children, as they believe to a degree that peers can influence their children to 

behave contradictory to these values. Parents also had strong mentions on struggles in 

understanding their teens and mentioned often (unprompted) that they struggle to impart the values 

and principles they wish to do. 
 

A major implication of the research is the extent to which parents may be underestimating or be 

oblivious to the impact of certain issues that can harm their teens. Results show that parents see peer 

pressure within the context of drug and alcohol abuse as the most threatening aspect. Very few 

parents mention aspects such as dating, relationship issues, emotional pain, sex and pornography as 

threats. Results for youth respondents are alarmingly high for aspects such as attempted suicide, 

depression, emotional pain and their need to talk to their parents about dating and relationships. 

Although issues such as substance abuse are still very prominent threats to our youth, there is a 

potential danger in that parents, teachers and other interest groups may be overlooking the perils 

that threaten the spiritual and emotional wellbeing of teens. 

 

4.2 Research limitations 

 

Research of this nature, especially where children are involved, poses many challenges. Firstly, 

there are many ethical and legal barriers to conducting research with children. For the purposes of 

this research the authors were fortunate to have an existing partnership with a group of schools for 

which similar research has been conducted in the past. Individuals who wish to conduct future 

research on this topic would have to consider these limitations. One has to acknowledge that youth 

respondents in this day and age are very unique in their behaviour and characteristics, and likely to 

think differently about the world around them. The authors of the research are by no means experts 

in the psyche of this particular group, and are conducting the research merely out of personal 

interest and optimism for the subject matter.  

 

Furthermore, it has to be acknowledged that the sample group for youth were all from the same 

school, which could introduce a degree of bias, and limit the extent to which the results can be 

projected to the greater population. As with any social research within South Africa, the diversity of 

the country poses a further limitation. Duplication of this research may yield different results in 

other provinces and contexts such as rural communities or areas where belief systems other than 

Christianity are more prevalent. Despite these limitations the authors are hopeful that the findings in 

this paper will contribute to the subject area and shed some light on the values and principles of 

teens as well as some of the most prominent issues in schools. 

 

4.3 Recommendations for future research 

 

It is recommended that the research be conducted on a larger scale and to the extent that it is 

nationally representative. More research is also suggested to investigate the “softer issues” 

identified in this paper, and the true impact of aspects such as pornography on the emotional 

wellbeing of teens. The authors also believe that continuous monitoring of social media and the 

impact it has on youth is necessary. Finally, it is suggested that the research on the impact of 
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different parenting styles quoted in the literature section of this paper be replicated in a South 

African context. 

 

5 Conclusion 
 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the extent to which gaps exist in the values and 

principles parents aim to impart on their school-leaving teens and the values that these teens 

actually live by. The authors also set out to investigate the main social threats and issues that teens 

deal with at school and among their peers. Although results showed no major discrepancies between 

the values and principle ratings given by the two groups, results do indicate quite a number of gaps 

in how these values are applied. Furthermore, results showed that teen respondents faced various 

threats to their emotional and spiritual wellbeing. These included signs of depression, thoughts of 

death and suicide and emotional pain. Dating and relationship matters were top of mind for youth 

respondents, whilst parents were more concerned with peer pressure and the role of drugs and 

alcohol abuse. The authors concluded that there may be a potential perception gap in this regard and 

that a danger exists in parents underestimating “softer issues” that may lead to emotional and 

spiritual harm. 

 

Although the results from these surveys cannot be projected to the greater population, they provide 

parents, teachers and other interest groups with a morsel of the current teen landscape. Furthermore, 

survey results should assist parents, churches and schools to better understand school-leaving teens 

and the issues that they face on a daily basis. The authors hope that these findings will lead to 

heightened awareness of how little is known about teens in a South African context, and that further 

investigation will be conducted as a result of these findings.  
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