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CHAPTER 4

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF THE DATA

This chapter presents an analysis of the empirical data from the second part of the study, reporting on questionnaire and focus group responses from Year 12 students from three Catholic high schools.  Some illustrative comments from students on their image of who God might be are also included.
4.1 RESEARCH FINDINGS

The data analysis presented below is a synthesis of results from the survey questionnaire and the focus group interviews.

4.2 SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS   
The sample was limited by definition to students enrolled at three Catholic schools. Two hundred and seven questionnaires were received with the corresponding ethical clearance forms. This represented a return rate of 79% of the overall student cohort. Analysis of the questionnaires at the three schools considered gender and some aspects of their personal and demographic background, and their views of spirituality.

The items on cultural background asked students to assess the level of influence they feel that their cultural background has on them. Therefore, on this item the results medium and strong do not add up to 100%.

The following table outlines the numbers participating and the percentage of male and female participants. Out of the 207 respondents 58% were female and 42% were male. 

Table 4.1 Questionnaire and Focus Group participant numbers
	School


	Focus

Group

Number
	Questionnaire
Number

	A
	10
	95

	B
	8
	52

	C
	6
	3
	34
	26

	Total

	27
	207

	Male/Female
	14
	13
	86
	121


The following tables outline the parent’s birthplace, domestic situation, birth order, and religious affiliation of students in this study.  

Table 4.2 Parents’ Birthplace
	Q no

PD03
	Question:

Parents

Birthplace
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total 

average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Overall
	

	
	Born in 

Australia
	11.7%
	56.9%


	69.5%


	39.7%

	
	One Parent

Overseas
	21.3%
	21.6%
	25.4%


	22.5%



	
	Both Parent’s Overseas
	67%
	21.6%
	5.1%
	37.7%


With about 60% of the students having at least one parent born overseas, the sample probably reflects the level of multi-ethnicity that is common in schools in the large Australian cities.

Table 4.3 Domestic Situation

	Q no

PD02
	Question:

Domestic situation
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Overall
	

	
	Mum and Dad
	79.6%
	88%


	76.3%


	83.8%

	
	Mum Only
	11.6%
	10%
	18.6%


	12.3%



	
	Dad Only
	3.7%
	2%
	5.1%
	3.9%


16 % of the students in the sample came from one a one parent family.
Table 4.4 Birth Order
	Q no

PD04
	Question:

Birth Order
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Overall
	

	
	1
	42%
	24%


	23%


	43.8%

	
	2
	33%
	15%
	21%


	34%

	
	3
	10%
	9%
	10%
	14.3%

	
	4
	7%
	1%
	3%
	5.4%

	
	5
	0%
	1%
	2%
	1.5%

	
	6
	1%
	0%
	1%
	1%


Table 4.4 shows the birth order of students in the sample.  44% were the first born.   This data does not show the numbers of students who were only children.

	Cultural

Influence
	School
	Low
	Medium
	High

	PD05

Australian
	A
	9.6%
	52.1%
	38.4%

	
	B
	4.8%
	16.7%
	78.6%

	
	C
	5.1%
	3.4%
	91.5%

	PD06

Other English Speaking
	A
	16.7%
	23.3%
	60%

	
	B
	23.5%
	11.8%
	64.7%

	
	C
	16.7%
	16.7%
	66.7%

	PD07

European
	A
	34.1%
	31.7%
	34.1%

	
	B
	28%
	44%
	28%

	
	C
	44.4%
	47.2%
	8.3%

	PD08

Asian
	A
	40%
	7.5%
	52.5%

	
	B
	68.8%
	0%
	31.3%

	
	C
	88.9%
	11.1%
	0%

	PD09

Pacific Islander
	A
	81%
	4.8%
	14.3%

	
	B
	84.6%
	7.7%
	7.7%

	
	C
	96.3%
	3.7%
	0%

	Latin American
	A
	60%
	20%
	20%

	
	B
	85.7%
	0%
	14.3%

	
	C
	96.3%
	3.7%
	0%

	Middle Eastern
	A
	45.5%
	21.2%
	33.3%

	
	B
	71.4%
	7.1%
	21.4%

	
	C
	67.6%
	12.2%
	20.3%

	My Religion
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total females 
	Total average

	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	%


	%


	%


	%
	%
	% 

	Catholic
	82.1%
	60.5%
	66.1%
	58.4%
	81.7%
	72.6%

	Anglican
	3.2%
	0%
	1.7%
	1.3%
	2.5%
	2%

	Uniting
	4.2%
	9.3%
	10.2%
	11.7%
	4.2%
	7.1%

	Orthodox
	5.3%
	4.7%
	6.8%
	6.5%
	5%
	5.6%

	Pentecostal
	0%
	18.6%
	6.8%
	14.3%
	.8%
	6.1%

	Other Christian
	0%
	4.7%
	5.1%
	5.2%
	.8%
	2.5%

	Non-Christian
	5.3%
	2.3%
	3.4%
	2.6%
	5%
	4.1%


Table 4.5 Religious Affiliation
The highest proportion of Catholic students in the three school sample was 82% and the lowest 60%, with the overall average 72%.  These figures reflect the general pattern for numbers of Catholic students in Catholic schools in NSW (Catholic Education Commission, NSW, 2006).

Table 4.6 Students’ perceptions of the relative strength of their ethnic cultural Influence on their spirituality
Students in this sample identify themselves, primarily, as culturally Australian. Significant numbers of students also acknowledge their parents and grandparent’s cultural heritage as important to their identity.
4.3 SPIRITUAL AND PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

In the first section of the survey, students were asked to identify what aspects of life contributed to their moral and faith development using a Likert scale score. Scores of 1 represented-little importance through to 5-very important. The first question in this section was; “How influential are each of the following on your sense of what is right and wrong?” Table 4.7 summarises the results for the moral development section into the three school groups.  

Table 4.7 Influences on Moral Development
	Q no
	Question

Influences on Moral development
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Females 
	Total Males 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males & Females


	
	
	

	
	
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	%

 impt


	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt 
	Av

	MFD01
	Teachers
	56.2%
	3.53
	39%
	3.10
	3.16
	47.5%
	
	3.14
	38.4%
	3.49
	56.3%
	3.34

	MFD02
	Parents
	95.8%
	4.73
	79.2%
	4.12
	4.09
	93.3%
	96.7%
	4.21
	82.7%
	4.71
	90.8%
	4.50

	MFD03
	Friends
	75.6%
	4.07
	44.2%
	3.37
	3.23
	70%
	78.2%
	4.09
	49.4%
	3.52
	67.1%
	3.85

	MFD04
	Boy or Girlfriend
	43.3%
	3.35
	49%
	3.28
	2.98
	59.6%
	
	3.35
	49.4%
	3.28
	48.3%
	3.32

	MFD05
	Belonging to a school community
	37.4%
	3.36
	29.4%
	2.78
	2.81
	38.3%
	47.9%
	3.41
	27.9%
	2.83
	39.5%
	3.17

	MFD06
	Helping Younger students
	37%
	3.05
	25%
	2.48
	2.19
	21.9%
	34.5%
	2.99
	22.9%
	2.63
	29.6%
	2.84

	MFD07
	Community/

Sporting Affiliation
	26.9%
	2.68
	44.2%
	3.13
	3.86
	49.2%
	31.3%
	2.85
	46.5%
	3.21
	37.8%
	3.00

	MFD08
	Conscience
	90.4%
	4.51
	75%
	4.04
	4.12
	83.4%
	90.6%
	4.55
	77.2%
	4.06
	84.4%
	4.34

	MFD09
	Pop star
	20.4%
	2.32
	22.3%
	2.31
	1.98
	16.6%
	21.6%
	2.32
	17.2%
	2.26
	20%
	2.30

	MFD10
	Sports star 
	15%
	2.12
	23.4%
	2.46
	2.23
	20%
	16.1%
	2.12
	20.7%
	2.53
	18%
	2.29

	MFD11
	Social Justice Involvement
	37.7%
	3.05
	23%
	2.35
	2.12
	35%
	42.4%
	3.10
	20.6%
	2.46
	33.2%
	2.83

	MFD12
	Role model for others
	71%
	3.82
	36.3%
	2.75
	1.86
	46.7%
	68.8%
	3.73
	37.9%
	2.84
	55.1%
	3.35

	MFD13
	Belief in God
	87.2%
	4.47
	40.4%
	3.02
	2.29
	47.5%
	79.6%
	4.26
	41.8%
	3.05
	63.7%
	3.75

	MFD14
	Behaviour of celebrities
	9.7%
	1.98
	9.6%
	1.87
	1.87
	8.4%
	10.1%
	1.92
	8.2%
	1.81
	9.3%
	1.87


MFD01 to MFD14 were values given to measure the developmental influences on young people’s moral development. The table also shows the combined percentages of students who indicated that the value was important, or very important. School A is a female only school, school B is a male only school and school C is coeducational. 

The largest response was for parents (90.8%), friends (60.7%), and conscience (84.4%) which were felt to be a significant influence on students moral development. In addition, 56.3% of female students indicated that teachers had an impact, compared with 38.3% for male respondents. 

A notable difference was observed in school A and the response to being a role model for younger students (68% female/37.9% male). Role modelling and nurturing younger students appeared to be more important to females than for males. Females also tended to view belief in God as more a more important formative factor in their moral development than did males. 79.6% of females surveyed indicated that belief in God directly affected their moral development. Male responses were not as strong at 40.1%.  

Summary: Overall, female responses were higher for each value than the male responses. The only difference in which the response was reversed was in the case of sport where 20.7% of males indicated that a sportsperson who is respected as a role model can influence their moral and values development. Interestingly, both genders (<10%), rejected celebrities as major influences on their moral development. 

4.3.1 MORAL ATTITUDES

The next section looked at particular scenarios and statements that students could identify as personally applicable. The goal was to explore the moral attitudes of students to moral scenarios and societal norms. Students were asked to indicate their most appropriate response to a particular statement, coded MAT01 to MAT08. The scale employed was; 1-certainly false to 5-certainly true. The rationale for this question is that students develop a personal moral structure through experience and decision-making. 

Table 4.8 Statements on Morals and Attitudes
	Q no
	Question

Statements on Morals and Attitudes
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	% 

impt


	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt 
	Av

	MAT01
	If it feels good and no-one gets hurt
	56.8%
	3.63
	60%
	3.74
	67.8%
	3.81
	62.3%
	3.78
	59.3%
	3.66
	60.6%
	3.71

	MAT02
	Ok if everyone else is doing it
	4.2%
	1.73
	20%
	2.36
	40%
	2.23
	14.3%
	2.41
	5%
	1.76
	8.8%
	2.03

	MAT03
	I stick to the Law no matter what
	56.8%
	3.63
	60.2%
	3.16
	30%
	2.80
	37.2%
	2.91
	54.1%
	3.53
	47.1%
	3.27

	MAT04
	I burn music & copy off the Internet
	76.9%
	3.94
	88%
	4.46
	80%
	4.13
	88%
	4.27
	77.5%
	4.02
	79.9%
	4.12

	MAT05
	As far as I can I stick to Christian values
	66.3%
	3.77
	37.3%
	2.90
	33.9%
	2.81
	34.2%
	2.86
	60.9%
	3.58
	49.7%
	3.28

	MAT06
	Being good is more important than believing in God
	25.3%
	2.61
	45.2%
	3.35
	65%
	3.90
	48.8%
	3.48
	37.3%
	2.95
	42.6%
	3.17

	MAT07
	I befriend the Lonely & Rejected’
	86.3%
	4.14
	62.8%
	3.59
	83.4%
	4.03
	78.6%
	3.69
	87.5%
	4.18
	79.6%
	3.97

	MAT08
	Conforming develops maturity
	2.6%
	1.62
	5%
	1.70
	0%
	1.63
	4%
	1.72
	1%
	1.58
	2.3%
	1.64


To the statement, “If something feels good, and no one gets hurt, it is ok to do it,” the response was similar between sites and genders. A score of 60.6% of students indicated that this was important or very important, and that it applied to them as a life rule. The second statement was “It is alright to do something if everyone else is doing it.” The result was different for each school and gender. School A, an all girls’ school, disagreed with only 4.2% responding in the affirmative. School B (all males) had 20% indicating positively as did 40% of students at school C.  However, only 8.8% of all students thought that this was a personally definitive statement.  The MAT03 was “I stick to the law no matter what.” The boys and girls schools responded in a similar fashion (56.8%/60.3%) that was fairly high. Only 30% of school C respondents indicated that they abided by the law in all circumstances. Overall, females (54.1%) reported that they were more inclined to adhere to their civic duties than were the males (47.1%).

The fourth assertion touched on the area of copyright and intellectual property law. The statement, “I burn music and copy stuff off the Internet,” was given the highest response in the affirmative. 79.9% of students claimed to have burnt music or copied other people’s work. The majority of students reported having used someone else’s written work, or copied music illegally.

The next statement for comment was, “As far as I can, I base my life on Christian values.” In response to this question, approximately 60 % considered that statement to be generally true. This result indicated that a significant number of respondents, male and female, acknowledged Christian values as a whole, or in part, as a basis for morality. 

“Being a good person is more important than believing in God” was affirmed by 25.8% for females and 45.2% for males. This suggested that most students, females in particular, viewed a belief in God as more important than being a good person. Students seemed to be able to understand the significance of a faith life in contrast with moral behaviour.  The penultimate statement for comment in this section was, “I try to be helpful and friendly to people who are lonely or rejected.” A significant proportion (79.6%) of students accepted this statement as applying to them and their attitude to kindness and charity. Female results were higher than those of the males (86.3%/63.8%).

Respondents were then asked to comment on a final statement regarding the acquisition of maturity, “Conforming to the expectations of parents and teachers is the best way to develop maturity.’ Less than 6% of students indicated that conforming to the expectations of parents and teachers was the best way to develop maturity. At first sight, this appeared to be significantly different from results where both teachers and parents were placed very high on the list in terms of influencing their moral development. This data suggested that more information was needed about the actual role of parents and teachers as perceived spiritual/moral influences.  It could be that young people perceived their role as more in an advisory than in a prescriptive or role-modelling capacity.

MAT01 to MAT08 dealt with statements concerning moral situations. The highest % agreement was recorded for practical charity. Females indicated that they were genuinely concerned with reaching out to people less fortunate. Males also indicated that this was important to them. But both genders admitted to burning music illegally and copying information from the Internet. A low result for both genders was also evident for the issue of behavior. If “everyone/someone else is doing it” does not necessarily make the behaviour or situation morally acceptable.  

Summary:  The genders generally recorded similar scores for the section on moral situations and attitudes. Significant results were evident in the responses to the development of maturity and social justice. Students did not place too much weight on the expectations of parents and teachers. Females indicated that they were also more inclined to take on board Christian values as a part of their personal moral fabric than males. Conversely, males viewed a belief in God as more important than being a good person. Females were less inclined to agree. 

The survey then moved to the issue of problems in life and what particular person would be the one who could be consulted with a degree of trust and wisdom (MA09-MA16). The intention was to draw out the attitude that students display towards their own decision-making processes and the connection with their wider social world. The statement provided was, “If a problem in your life happens, or you have to make a decision, what would you normally do?” Again, the scale was 1-5, 1 being of little importance and 5, very important. 

Table 4.9 Consultation for decisions in life

	Q no
	Question:

Who would you consult for a decision or problem in life
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	%

 impt


	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt 
	Av

	MA09
	Talk with friends
	70.7%
	3.90
	47%
	3.29
	66.7%
	3.32
	53.5%
	3.48
	71.9%
	3.90
	63.1%
	3.72

	MA10
	Talk with best friend only
	69.8%
	4.18
	62.8%
	3.67
	76.6%
	3.76
	60.6%
	3.69
	84.8%
	4.25
	75%
	4.01

	MA11
	Talk with parents
	57.4%
	3.71
	52%
	3.28
	55%
	3.56
	56%
	3.31
	58%
	3.73
	55.4%
	3.55

	MA12
	Think by yourself
	80%
	4.34
	86%
	4.36
	83.3%
	4.32
	84.7%
	4.38
	82.2%
	4.33
	82.4%
	4.35

	MA13
	Talk with a teacher
	8.6%
	1.91
	8%
	1.84
	6.7%
	1.89
	8.3%
	1.95
	7.6%
	1.90
	7.9%
	1.92

	MA14
	Talk with a priest
	5.3%
	1.80
	8%
	1.88
	3.4%
	1.86
	7.1%
	2.33
	4.2%
	3.48
	5.4%
	1.73

	MA15
	Pray
	70.3%
	3.74
	30%
	2.42
	26.7%
	1.91
	25.9%
	2.64
	54.6%
	2.84
	47.2%
	3.00

	MA16
	Talk with an adult friend
	38.3%
	2.93
	16%
	2.32
	30%
	2.19
	24.7%
	2.64
	34.4%
	2.83
	30.4%
	2.75


The results in Table 4.9 were noteworthy given that the highest response, (84.7%/82.4%), was “Thinking by yourself.” “Talking with best friend only” was the next highest (60.6%/84.8%), followed by ‘Talking with friends” (53.5%/71.9%). The least helpful people in this situation were “Teachers” (8.3%/7.6%) and “Priests” (7.1%/4.2%).

The highest response for males was to “think by yourself” when sorting through a problem. Females agreed this was the best option but were also more inclined to confide in a best friend. Both genders rejected the notion that talking with an adult, other than their parents was a likely proposition. In addition, females were more inclined to turn to prayer in a difficult life situation. 

The concluding statement in the survey section on moral development stated “I behave in a socially acceptable way because…” Students were asked to circle one or more responses (MA17-MA21). This allowed for a percentage score giving an overall picture of the views of the cohort.

Table 4.10 Motivation to behave in an acceptable way
	Q no
	Question:

Motivation to behave in a socially acceptable way
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	% 

Yes


	% 

Yes
	% 

Yes
	%

Yes
	%

Yes
	%

Yes

	MA17
	It is the right thing to do
	81%
	62%
	71%
	64%
	83%
	75%

	MA18
	I do not want trouble
	37%
	33%
	32%
	29%
	35%
	32%

	MA19
	Peer pressure
	6%
	4%
	4%
	8%
	7%
	2%

	MA20
	Conscience
	42%
	23%
	32%
	45%
	48%
	38%

	MA21
	It’s what the Church says
	15%
	6%
	7%
	7%
	3%
	10%


The two highest scoring responses were, “It’s the right thing to do,” and “I don’t want to get into trouble.” 75% of students chose the first option, while 32% of students chose the second statement. Conscience was also significant in terms of responses but not as high as the first two. These results point to students being aware of their responsibilities; they appeared to want to avoid trouble and punishment. At the other end of the scale, “peer pressure” and the “Church’s teachings” played a less significant role in the way students behave and interact socially. 

This result appeared significant given the great store that theorists place on peer group pressure on young people’s development of values and attitudes.  This data shows that the group did not rate peer pressure as a significant influence on their values.  Perhaps this sort of result is affected by not wanting to ‘own up’ to being susceptible to peer group influence.  Few young people would want to state that they were ‘influenced by peer group pressure’.  Even if influenced by peer group pressure, they would not like it.  More sophisticated questions in an interview would seem to be needed to explore this issue in detail.  As noted later in tables 4.14 and 4.15, friendship groups were acknowledged as very important locations for the construction of personal meanings.

4.3.2 FAITH DEVELOPMENT

The final question in the section on moral and faith development dealt with the perceived influence on faith in God (MA22-MA27). 

Table 4.11 Influence on Faith Development

	Q no
	Question:

Influence on Faith Development
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	%

 impt


	Av


	%

 impt
	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt 
	Av

	MA22
	Teachers
	35.8%
	2.86
	22.4%
	2.27
	32.2%
	2.34
	26.2%
	2.23
	34.1%
	2.92
	31.3%
	2.63

	MA23
	Parents
	76.4%
	4.20
	44.9%
	2.94
	37.2%
	3.12
	46.4%
	3.93
	74.8%
	2.83
	57.6%
	3.48

	MA24
	Friends
	30.8%
	2.83
	16.7%
	2.21
	10.4%
	2.45
	17.2%
	1.99
	32.1%
	2.68
	22.5%
	2.40

	MA25
	Church teaching
	68.9%
	4.08
	38.7%
	2.98
	38.9%
	2.12
	37.6%
	2.82
	67.3%
	3.89
	42.7%
	3.45

	MA26
	Religious Education
	70.1%
	3.93
	34.7%
	2.69
	37.2%
	2.94
	33.3%
	2.53
	71%
	3.85
	52%
	3.31

	MA27
	Priests
	54.8%
	3.57
	28.5%
	2.61
	28.8%
	1.98
	26.1%
	2.45
	56.4%
	3.36
	40.8%
	2.99


The assertion was “my faith in God is influenced by the following.” The results were spread more evenly over the responses which perhaps indicated a diversity in individual religious journeys. However, the strongest results were for Parents (57.6%), Church teaching (42.7%) and Religious Education (52%). 

According to the results, teachers and friends were the least influential in terms of articulating and nurturing a faith in God (31.3%/22.5%). The result for the influence of priests was significant at 40.8%, indicating students may see the priest as a significant figure in their faith development. The data here suggest that a principal location for developing young people’s faith is with the parents at home. Teachers may be educating young people in the faith but students may be looking more towards what their parents are doing and saying, with regard to a faith in God and the Church. 

4.3.3 FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW

MORAL REASONING

Each of the three schools provided a group of volunteers who answered a series of questions relating to the three themes underpinning this study. Their responses are outlined in a theme by theme sequence. In addition, the responses were tagged to the particular respondents, with each identified by a school and student code number – the first number for the school, and the second for the student. The interview began with a preamble; ’Feel free to exchange responses amongst each other. We are encouraging a free flowing interaction on the major aspects of youth spirituality as you see it,’ and was flexible enough to allow student’s to build on the responses of others.
With respect to the question, ‘What has been the biggest influence on your life so far?’ Student 1.1 commented.

Family, school, being in Year 12, friends at school, the whole environment, the Year 12 experience…it dominates your life…God is the biggest influence in my life... family, school, being in Year 12, friends at school, sport and mates.

Student 2.1 added to the diversity of answers by saying,

My family makes me who I am for sure…This HSC thing is a massive influence….also our friends are from school so that makes school like the centre of the universe. 

One student (3.1) saw sport as a big part of his identity as well as a vehicle for acceptance. He said, “Sport is big for me in many ways….it gives me a place to feel comfortable and my friends think I am cool because I swim alright.”

The next question asked interviewees, “What aspects of life, including school and home, give you a sense of right   and wrong?” Comments included,

A bit of everything…I trust my family the most…A friend that you trust the most…You don’t stick to exactly what the Church says or what your parents say…you get everyone’s advice and stuff and make up your own mind…it’s more down to your own conscience…

Student 2.2 saw the image and values of his father as a guiding light in issues of right and wrong. He declared,

You just know sometimes….what is right and wrong…listen to your heart…I think of my Dad and what he would think when I have to decide between right and wrong…It doesn’t mean I always do the right thing but he looks out for me and I trust him so he is normally right about stuff…the Church guides me when I have to try and understand why something is wrong, like sex…the Church’s teachings are a good guide but it can be out of touch…A bit of everything…yeah, your conscience is the thing….

Student 2.3 reinforced this contemporary eclectic approach to moral development. He said the formation comprises,

A bit of everything…I trust my family the most…A friend that you trust the most…You don’t stick to exactly what the Church says or what your parents say…you get everyone’s advice and stuff and make up your own mind…it’s more down to your own conscience…

Students were asked whether they felt they had “high moral values.” Respondents commented that they felt, as Catholics, they had more moral direction than other young people. Student 3.2 said,

kind of…I have the same morals as other people who aren’t Catholic…we have a better sense of direction…other religions have morals too but they are just different…it doesn’t mean Catholics are better people…it’s not higher morals but stronger beliefs in values…I have friends outside of school who are Catholic and you don’t notice the difference in the way we act in social situations…

Participants also felt that Catholics had a different approach to moral reasoning than non-Catholics. Student 2.2 felt that the example of Jesus was the difference. He explains,

Catholics have better morals than normal people…belief in God helps you to be better…not because you will go to Hell but because it is acting the way Jesus did…at parties you can tell…lots of kids take drugs and stuff…people from our school are generally good like that…

Some interviewees were more general in their responses. Acting like a Christian person was more “moral” than telling people your religious affiliation. Student 3.2 said,

You don’t go around telling people you are a Catholic…it’s just the way you act and live…

The next question looked at the way young people respond to social situations and what motivates acceptable behavior. Conscience and “what’s in the heart” was significant. Student 2.3 said, 

Family, Religion and parents…It comes down to knowing what you feel in your heart to be right, whether or not that is socially acceptable or not…sometimes you’ve go to do or be what you really want regardless of what is right and wrong according to the authority figures in my life…what society says is acceptable, like fitting in.

The last question asked in the section on moral development dealt with the issue of shame and guilt. The rationale was to explore whether students feel and sense of guilt about their mistakes and the way they behave in contravention of Church teaching. Students 1.1 and 1.4 declared,

God only gives you things you can handle…you are only going to learn from your mistakes, even if that means feeling bad about it…I attend a Pentecostal Church and we are taught to ask Jesus’ forgiveness and claim our sins on the Cross, guilt doesn’t come into it once there is repentance…when you know you are truly sorry it is no big deal anymore…sometimes you feel guilt when you do the same sin over and over again…I feel sorry but I don’t feel any guilt, what’s the point?...actually I do feel bad when I do the wrong thing and it stays with me, I feel I have let my Lord down…I know God forgives me but I have trouble forgiving myself, and forgetting…

FAITH DEVELOPMENT

The second part of theme one explored the factors that contribute to faith development in senior school students. The first question looked at Catholic education and the positive or negative effect it had on students’ faith development. Respondents were asked, “How has your Catholic education helped you understand yourself and your place in the world?”

Student 2.1 was somewhat disappointed in the way some of the primary and secondary curriculum seemed to contradict the ancient biblical stories, she said,

It has made everything more confusing…like when you’re in Primary school you learn more specifically about the Bible and then in High school you learn about other religions and that Adam and Eve didn’t exist…it gets complicated…a lot of the teachers don’t have the answers to all our questions and you are left a bit lost…that whole meaning of life thing goes without any real answers by our education…also religion doesn’t have the clear answers to some of the big things we want answered…teachers never corrected us when we were in Primary school about our questions about Noah’s Ark and stuff, then you realise they were kind of lying to us…

The discussion from one of the schools focused on some of the positives associated with a more mature image of who God might be. However, they noted some perceived inconsistencies. Students 3.2 and 3.7 commented,

God isn’t so scary anymore….we are taught that he loves and forgives….confession doesn’t do any good…you just say sorry in a prayer….I think he is part female and part male…we can all identify with God...God in primary school was a bit silly…he was taught a bit like Santa…gave you stuff when you were good and punished you if you were bad…the naughty and nice Christmas thingie…

The theme of bewilderment was inherent in one interview. There was a link in this discussion with a particular resentment towards the Church because of the perceived hypocrisy of the different primary and secondary messages about the ‘truth.’ Student 1.6 declared,

I have never really understood what the point of teaching us all this stuff when it isn’t even sure what and who God is anyway!! Some teachers have lost the plot when it comes to God….I know they don’t go to Church all the time so why tell us to go…that’s a bit hypocritical…Religion doesn’t help me when I feel all this pressure to do well at school…telling me not to worry and that God loves me won’t get my assessment tasks in on time…How did Noah get two of every creature onto a boat? Now we know it was all B.S. it’s a bit like finding out Santa isn’t true…Then you felt betrayed a bit and resentful…I had a teacher in Year 9 was amazing you could tell she loved God and it was a real part of her life…I wanted to feel that too but don’t know how to get there… 

The next discussion looked at Religion and whether that was a barrier in developing a believable and sustaining belief in God. The question asked, “Has Religion contributed to, or put you off, a faith in God?”

Some students felt that Religion was more of a set of guidelines that can be arbitrarily selected to suit one’s situation. The priest was seen to be distant and hard to identify with. Respondents also felt that liturgies are sometimes too busy for quiet time and reflection with God. Students 1.2 and 1.3 said,

Religion is guidelines that we use to help us…You don’t have to believe everything the Church tells you to be a Catholic…It has to make sense to me before I will believe it or use it in my life…I go to Mass but it doesn’t make me feel spiritual, I often go during the week when no-one is around, I just sit there on my own in the quiet, I feel God more in those moments than when I am at Mass…Also the Priest can put you off (everyone nodding)… Our guy is old and cranky and seems distracted…

The discussion at one school was heated and focused more on the negative. There was also a comment that school liturgies seem to be more elaborate and entertaining than Sunday services. Student 2.6 commented,

Definitely put me off…Mass is dead boring…I can’s stand the Holy days of obligation…what is with that?...we have to go because Mary went up into Heaven body and soul…where is that in the Bible??...I am more into helping people, and seeing God in others...I think religion is ok sometimes…some of the Masses we have at school are entertaining and heaps better than the Sunday ones…I don’t get the Holy Spirit…how do we pray to him/her?...religion doesn’t explain the Trinity thing real well….I think religion helps me to understand who God is and how to worship him…although I can’t cop all the rules.

Some students agreed that Mass can be personal fulfilling. They also agreed that the age gaps of priests and ministers are a ‘put off.’ Student 1.1 said,

Religion was forced upon me when I was young but I freely choose to go to Mass now and I sincerely love it…religion is personal not communal as you get older….gaps in ages are a put off.

The final question on faith development asked students to look toward the future and speculate whether they might continue their journey in searching for a clearer understanding of faith and God. The question asked, “Are you still undecided about God and faith? Will you keep an open mind as a young adult?”

Students from one school were open-minded and felt that worshipping God in any form was valid. They also saw Catholicism as a culture as well as a faith tradition. Student 1.3 and 1.5 said,

 being a Catholic is like a culture…God is ok in any form of expression…see God in other religions and respect them…it’s a different way of expressing God…maybe God’s bigger than we are and we are all just trying to understand him in our own way…every single religion comes from the one source…

Another school related some of their attitudes to their family and the way they view religious belief and practice. Students 3.3 and 3.6 said,

we all have doubt….at times when things are going bad…its human to feel doubt in God…my grandfather said to me, “why should I believe in God”.? He has been a Catholic all his life and he still questions it…If you don’t doubt you can’t really believe…I think when Jesus died he went to Hell then back up again so we all have to go through bad times to get to the good…

Some students understood that faith is not an absolute and may come and go during life. Student 2.2 said,

I think God is there but I don’t think about him all day every day…faith comes and goes…I think about God when things are going bad…not so much when I am happy and stuff…I would like to go to Mass when I am out of school but weekends are so busy with sport and that…I don’t think anyone 100% believes that God is true…everyone has doubt…I think I will believe in God but the Church puts me off with all its obligations and rules. I want to live life my way….I think God would be ok with that…
4.4 Components and characteristics of young people’s spirituality  

The second theme of the research is contemporary spirituality. The following reports the results from the questionnaire and focus group interviews. This section explored what aspects of life students found meaningful and what they felt contributes to their personal spirituality. The first part provided eight statements relating to a basis for spirituality (CS01-CS05). The results reported are combined percentages of those who agree with the statements.

Table 4.12 Basis for a personal spirituality

	
Statement
	School

A
	School

B
	School

C
	Male
	Female
	Overall

	1. My personal value system which often gives me meaning to life's   experiences
	20.2%
	30.8%
	40%
	34.5%
	24.4%
	28.6%

	2. I try to make sense of life which certainly has a spiritual dimension 
	10.6%
	9.6%
	8.3%
	10.3%
	9.2%
	9.7%

	3. I sense a spiritual dimension to life, but I am uncertain about it 
	6.4%
	5.8%
	10%
	6.9%
	7.6%
	7.3%

	4. I would feel insecure and frightened in a world without God
	17%
	1.9%
	1.7%
	1.1%
	14.3%
	8.7%%

	5. The teachings of the Catholic Church
	11.7%
	1.9%
	5%
	4.6%
	9.2%
	7.3%

	6. The interaction of my faith and the world I experience on a daily basis
	7.4%
	9.6%
	1.7%
	6.9%
	5.9%
	6.3%

	7. Life is a journey of discovery of who I am and who God is.
	19.1%
	7.7%
	15%
	8%
	20.2%
	15.1%

	8. I believe that I am connected to something greater than me but I find   religions like Christianity are not helping me in exploring this   
	3.2%
	5.8%
	15%
	9.2%
	5.9%
	7.3%


As shown in Table 4.12, respondents were asked to select one statement that best described the basis of their own spirituality. The highest response was the first statement on an individual value system that underpinned their sense of meaning via life’s experiences (28.6%). The second highest response was to the statement on life being a journey of discovery; of self and God (15.1%). A number of students highlighted the insecurity inherent in the thought of a world without God (8.7%). The lowest score was Religion being unhelpful in the quest for a sense of transcendence (4.1%).  For this item, students could choose only one response.  More detailed research would be needed to investigate responses of students to each of the questions.  

4.4.1 SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCES

Students were given two short scenarios that gave examples of what might be perceived as a spiritual experience. One related to the sense of transcendence experienced in nature. The other was a grief experience that may have triggered a sense of reaching out to the transcendent or God through prayer.  Respondents had 4 options to circle in relation to the stories; 1) Never, 2) Unsure, 3) Yes, 4) Definitely.  

55.3% of students responded to the first scenario with a yes or definitely.  27% of respondents were unsure and 17% of students could not relate to that situation. A significant number of students showed that they could see the spiritual aspects of nature and relate that to the idea that there is something bigger than themselves in their life experiences.

In response to the grief experience, 45.7% of students indicated yes or definitely, along with 54% who were unsure or could not relate to that particular scenario. Given their age, it is unlikely the majority of respondents had encountered grief at this stage of their lives. However, those who did acknowledge with a yes or definitely (45.7%) indicated that prayer was a natural response to loss and sadness.

CS05 to CS14 dealt with aspects of life that students found meaningful in expressing their spirituality. 

	Q no
	Question:

How do you express your spirituality
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt 
	Av

	CS05
	Spontaneously
	81.9%
	4.26
	34.9%
	2.57
	31.7%
	3.16
	35.8%
	2.67
	49.8%
	3.88
	56%
	3.39

	CS06
	Formal prayer
	32.2%
	3.48
	17.4%
	2.07
	15.3%
	2.64
	17.5%
	2.09
	35%
	3.15
	35%
	2.72

	CS07
	Church Services
	51.7%
	3.36
	23.9%
	2.07
	15%
	2.97
	18.4%
	2.07
	44.8%
	3.15
	34%
	2.71

	CS08
	Personal Reflection
	82.9%
	4.28
	43.4%
	2.91
	33.3%
	3.24
	39.6%
	2.93
	76.5%
	4.14
	61.5%
	3.65

	CS09
	Pentecostal Churches
	15.4%
	2.27
	4.4%
	1.54
	5%
	1.76
	6.2%
	1.56
	12%
	2.16
	9.6%
	1.91

	CS10
	Yoga & Meditation
	19.8%
	2.34
	11.1%
	1.53
	23.4%
	2.08
	13.8%
	1.64
	22.4%
	2.45
	18.9%
	2.12

	CS11
	Other Spiritual Practices
	15.2%
	2.18
	4.3%
	1.48
	15%
	1.98
	8.6%
	1.67
	15.3%
	2.21
	12.7%
	1.98

	CS12
	Reflecting on Bible Passages
	26.4%
	2.47
	10.8%
	1.70
	8.4%
	1.98
	11.1%
	1.68
	21.6%
	2.32
	17.3%
	2.06

	CS13
	Being Alone
	69.4%
	3.98
	39.1%
	2.72
	46.6%
	3.17
	37.3%
	2.84
	67.2%
	3.91
	55.3%
	3.47

	CS14
	Reflecting on other Books 
	27.8%
	2.49
	8.8%
	1.76
	25%
	2.12
	8.8%
	1.78
	32.2%
	2.61
	22.5%
	2.27


Table 4.13 Expression of spirituality

The highest response for females was expressing their spirituality through personal reflection (76.5%). For males it was also the highest result at 39.6% and was closely followed by “being alone” at 37.3%. Significantly, 69% indicated that Church services and formal prayer are important to their spirituality. With respect to alternative spiritualities, 31% of respondents indicated they practiced yoga and meditation. From this section of the survey it appeared that spirituality for most students was a personal and reflective dimension of their lives.
4.4.2 IMPORTANT THINGS IN LIFE

Students were asked to tick any number of eleven boxes that related to aspects of life that they found meaningful (CS1901-CS1911). 

Table 4.14 Important things in life

	Q no
	Question: Important things in life
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	% impt


	% impt


	% impt


	% impt


	% impt
	% impt

	CS1901
	Being part of a large community
	46%
	36%
	53%
	44%
	48%
	46%

	CS1902
	Prayer & Liturgies
	27%
	8%
	11%
	6%
	27%
	18%

	CS1903
	Friendship group
	93%
	68%
	88%
	78%
	91%
	85%

	CS1904
	Successful HSC
	86%
	68%
	85%
	76%
	85%
	81%

	CS1905
	Spiritual life
	36%
	8%
	20%
	9%
	35%
	24%

	CS1906
	Helping others
	66%
	30%
	55%
	34%
	68%
	54%

	CS1907
	Making a difference as a senior
	52%
	42%
	38%
	36%
	52%
	45%

	CS1908
	Impressing teachers I like
	21%
	14%
	26%
	18%
	23%
	21%

	CS1909
	Large support network
	43%
	16%
	53%
	26%
	49%
	40%

	CS1910
	Social Justice  & Fundraising 
	49%
	26%
	27%
	19%
	50%
	37%

	CS1911
	Being a role model for younger students
	57%
	36%
	48%
	39%
	57%
	44%


The highest responses were “A successful HSC” (81%) and “My friendship group” (85%). Significant levels of affirmation were also given to “Helping others” (54%) and “Being a role model as a senior” (45%). The lowest score was for “Prayer and Liturgies” (18%). Students in this survey were able to articulate that their lives, at this stage, revolved largely around study, school and their friendship groups. Question CS1911 built on the previous response by focusing on the positive aspects of life outside of school (CS2001-CS2015).  

Table 4.15 Positives in life outside of school
	Q no
	Question:

Positives in life outside of school
	School A
	School B
	School

C
	Total Males 
	Total females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	%

 impt


	% impt


	%

impt


	%

 impt


	%

 impt


	% 

impt 



	CS2001
	Close friends
	96%
	78%
	98%
	86%
	92%
	97%

	CS2002
	Lots of money
	35%
	46%
	47%
	45%
	38%
	41%

	CS203
	Significant personal relationship
	73%
	56%
	67%
	59%
	73%
	67%

	CS2004
	Clothes
	53%
	22%
	50%
	31%
	54%
	44%

	CS2005
	My part-time job
	39%
	26%
	42%
	33%
	39%
	37%

	CS2006
	My faith in God
	63%
	20%
	28%
	25%
	55%
	42%

	CS2007
	My individuality
	73%
	50%
	70%
	58%
	73%
	42%

	CS2008
	My looks
	22%
	24%
	35%
	31%
	23%
	26%

	CS2009
	Family
	94%
	74%
	92%
	82%
	93%
	88%

	CS2010
	Able to control my life 
	72%
	68%
	70%
	67%
	73%
	47%

	CS2011
	Helping others
	57%
	30%
	47%
	33%
	34%
	47%

	CS2012
	Going to Night clubs
	33%
	34%
	43%
	41%
	33%
	36%

	CS2013
	Having pride in self
	62%
	44%
	54%
	48%
	60%
	55%

	CS2014
	Drugs & Alcohol
	16%
	32%
	45%
	42%
	18%
	28%

	CS2015
	Activities with peers
	32%
	22%
	30%
	26%
	31%
	29%


Students were provided with fifteen possible responses. A large majority of 97% of students nominated “close friends” as the most important aspect of life outside of school, closely followed by “family” 88%. The third and fourth highest responses to important aspects of life outside of school were for being able to “control my life” (70%) and a “significant personal relationship” (54%). The lowest response was to “Drugs and Alcohol” (21%).  Surprisingly, “My looks” scored a low result at 26%.
4.4.3 INFLUENCE OF CATHOLIC EDUCATION

The next section addressed the influence the experience of a Catholic education had on students’ worldview and identity (SC01-SC10). The question asked, “How has your Catholic education helped you understand yourself and your place in the world?”

Table 4.16 Influence of Catholic Education
	Q no
	Question: Influence of

 Catholic 

Education
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total Females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt 
	Av

	SC01
	Catholic Education

 influenced my 

Spirituality
	50%
	2.33
	20.6%
	2.35
	35%
	2.34
	24.6%
	2.51
	47.9%
	3.27
	38.5%
	2.96

	SC 02
	RE teachers 

contributed to

 my belief in God
	40.9%
	2.92
	17.4%
	2.17
	28.3%
	2.65
	23.3%
	2.42
	36.3%
	2.85
	31.7%
	2.67

	SC 03
	Catholic Education

 had a negative

 impact on my 

Spirituality 
	18.3%
	2.11
	15.2%
	2.11
	14.8%
	2.12
	29.6%
	2.22
	22.2%
	2.22
	19.2%
	2.22

	SC 04
	Retreat experience

 was deeply

 spiritual
	51%
	3.41
	26.1%
	2.52
	42.3%
	3.13
	29.6%
	2.68
	51.7%
	3.42
	42.7%
	3.12

	SC 05
	School liturgies

 helped my 

belief in God
	36.1%
	2.88
	8.7%
	1.93
	25.8%
	2.12
	15%
	2.23
	34.7%
	2.86
	26.8%
	2.60

	SC 06
	Catholic education 

helped my appreciation

 of the Church
	52.7%
	3.29
	19.5%
	2.26
	28.8%
	3.09
	22.2%
	2.49
	48.7%
	3.18
	37.9%
	2.90

	SC 07
	I will take on 

board the 

moral teachings

 of the Church
	56.4%
	3.50
	13%
	2.35
	33.9%
	2.87
	18.7%
	2.56
	53.3%
	3.46
	39.7%
	3.09

	SC 08
	Rather converse 

with God than

 formal prayers
	68%
	3.88
	30.4%
	2.72
	58.3%
	2.98
	44.6%
	3.07
	65.7%
	3.80
	56.5%
	3.51

	SC 09
	Catholic Church

 is out of touch 

with reality
	26.7%
	2.61
	26.2%
	2.72
	33.9%
	2.65
	27.6%
	2.85
	29.8%
	2.77
	28.7%
	2.81

	SC 10
	Prayer is

 important to me 
	66.7%
	3.99
	21.7%
	2.24
	35%
	2.87
	24.7%
	2.44
	62%
	3.81
	46.8%
	3.26


Table 4.16 shows the highest result (56.5%) was the response to conversing with God informally rather than in formal prayer situations. By contrast, respondents commented negatively about School liturgies helping with their faith in God 26.8%. A significant number of students also indicated that prayer is important to them (46.8%). The Retreat experience is also important to a number of students (42.7%). A low score was given to Religious Education (RE) teachers contributing to students’ belief in God (31.7%). This result is important given the contemporary situation of religious education being most students’ only formal exposure to the teachings and culture of the Catholic Church.
4.4.4 THE CHURCH

Table 4.17 The Church and young people’s spirituality
	Q no
	Question: The Church & Spirituality
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	% True


	Av
	% True


	Av
	%

True


	Av
	% 

True
	Av
	% True
	Av
	% True 
	Av

	CH01
	Church Leadership is relevant
	64.1%
	2.30
	37.2%
	3.09
	39.6%
	2.86
	30.2%
	3.21
	60.7%
	2.39
	23.3%
	2.72

	CH 02
	Church teachings are modern
	30.4%
	3.01
	16.6%
	3.62
	13.7%
	3.24
	14.6%
	3.64
	27.4%
	3.21
	22.4%
	3.38

	CH03
	The Church has gone off track 
	13.2%
	3.63
	30.3%
	3.09
	22.4%
	3.35
	26.4%
	3.20
	15.5%
	3.52
	19.8%
	3.29

	CH 04
	The Church influences my life
	55%
	2.62
	37.2%
	3.33
	27.3%
	2.98
	26.3%
	3.45
	52.4%
	2.72
	42.7%
	3.01

	CH 05
	You don’t have to go to Church to believe in God
	71.7%
	2.15
	53.6%
	2.56
	71.2%
	2.43
	62.4%
	2.18
	73.1%
	2.11
	69.2%
	2.14

	CH 06
	Sex abuse scandals have ruined reputation of priests
	42.3%
	2.84
	47.6%
	2.88
	37.9%
	2.80
	46.6%
	2.77
	38.3%
	2.86
	40.7%
	2.83

	CH 07
	Full-on Christians are abnormal and a bit weird
	19.8%
	3.68
	54.7%
	2.57
	34.3%
	3.09
	47.3%
	2.65
	21.4%
	3.60
	31.4%
	3.23

	CH 08
	The Church is concerned with me personally
	16.5%
	3.53
	14.3%
	3.74
	7%
	3.62
	12%
	3.71
	13.9%
	3.68
	13.1%
	3.69

	CH 09
	The Church contributes to my spirituality
	49.8%
	2.47
	26.2%
	3.48
	24.6%
	2.98
	21.4%
	3.48
	55.2%
	2.65
	41.9%
	2.97

	CH 10
	I can get by without much help from the Church 
	35.9%
	2.93
	47.6%
	2.55
	57.9%
	2.64
	52%
	2.37
	40.6%
	2.85
	45%
	2.66

	CH 11
	I can develop my spirituality without the Church
	43.4%
	3.00
	42.8%
	2.64
	64.3%
	2.98
	53.3%
	2.36
	38.8%
	2.85
	44.5%
	2.66


This section dealt with attitudes and belief about the Church using the same scale as for the previous table. Significantly, 69.2% of students noted that “you don’t have to go to Church to believe in God.”  It appeared that students believed that the Church was not concerned with them on a personal level. More than half of female students (52.4%) believed that the Church influences their life. By contrast, only 26.3% of males responded that the statement was true for them.
Table 4.18 Religiosity and concepts of God
	My Religion


	School A 


	School B
	School C
	Total 

Males
	Total 

Females
	Total

Average

	
	%

Rel
	Av
	%

Rel
	Av
	%

Rel
	Av
	%

Rel
	Av
	%

Rel
	Av
	%

Rel
	Av

	GOD 02
	Religiousness
	46.7%
	3.28
	23.8%
	2.48
	17%
	2.96
	2.39
	22%
	2.45
	39%
	31.3%
	2.84

	My Religion
	%

Monthly/

Weekly
	Av
	%

Monthly/

Weekly
	Av
	%

Monthly/

Weekly
	Av
	%

Monthly/

Weekly
	Av
	%

Monthly/

Weekly
	Av
	%

Monthly/

Weekly l
	Av

	GOD 03
	Mass Attendance 
	44.8%
	3.38
	30.2%
	2.60
	15%
	3.13
	2.38
	22%
	3.13
	40.4%
	33%
	2.90

	My Religion
	Av
	%

Reg
	Av
	%

Reg
	Av
	%

Reg
	Av
	%

Reg
	Av
	%

Reg
	Av
	%

Reg

	GOD 04
	Frequency of Prayer life
	4.11
	81%
	2.37
	32%
	3.56
	33%
	2.40
	29.5%
	3.24
	70.4%
	54.8%
	3.25

	My Religion
	%

True
	Av
	%

True
	Av
	%

True
	Av
	%

True
	Av
	%

True
	Av
	%

True
	Av

	GOD 05
	A Caring Being who loves me
	88.9%
	1.52
	62.5%
	2.23
	49.1%
	1.97
	54.7%
	2.43
	70.4%
	3.81
	70.2%
	1.98

	GOD 06
	God is real person to me in daily life
	60.4%
	2.15
	32.5%
	3.10
	25.9%
	3.17
	28%
	1.69
	54.3%
	2.18
	43.9%
	2.69

	GOD 07
	God always forgives me
	69.2%
	1.81
	52.5%
	2.48
	56.9%
	2.15
	2.55
	50.6%
	2.37
	75.5%
	65.6%
	2.13

	GOD 08
	Jesus Christ is truly God
	63.4%
	2.10
	41.2%
	2.79
	29.3%
	2.60
	2.88
	37.9%
	1.86
	55%
	48.2%
	2.49

	GOD 09
	Jesus’ death gets me into heaven
	74.4%
	1.72
	52.5%
	2.58
	46.5%
	2.34
	2.63
	46.6%
	2.23
	71%
	61.1%
	2.15

	GOD 10
	Jesus Christ is truly a human being
	54.4%
	2.28
	40%
	2.75
	28%
	2.52
	2.82
	36.5%
	3.13
	47.8%
	43.3%
	2.61

	GOD 11
	Knowing Jesus helps me be a better person
	61.4%
	1.95
	33.3%
	2.98
	35%
	2.15
	3.09
	29.3%
	1.84
	65%
	58%
	2.50

	GOD 12
	Some sort of God but look at the results in the world
	24.4%
	3.51
	45%
	2.75
	48.3%
	3.23
	2.76
	42.7%
	2.47
	32%
	36.2%
	3.08

	GOD 13
	Hope God exists but not sure
	40%
	3.06
	27.5%
	3.08
	42.3%
	3.04
	3.04
	31.5%
	2.11
	48.5%
	38.3%
	3.00

	GOD 14
	Do not believe in God
	11%
	4.42
	17%
	3.85
	20.3%
	4.16
	3.74
	19.8%
	3.29
	12.3%
	15.2%
	4.10

	GOD15
	Believe in God or gods-not sure
	27.7%
	3.56
	32.5%
	3.23
	47.2%
	
	2.99
	40%
	2.97
	32%
	35.1%
	3.22


The next question contained a set of statements about what God might be like (GOD02-GOD15). The scale was in the above A-E format. Only 22% of males considered themselves to be religious, while for females the score was 39%.  22% of males said that they attended Mass weekly or monthly in comparison with 40.4% of females. 

The two most popular responses to statements on God and Religion were, “God is a caring being who loves me” (70.2% overall), and “God always forgives me” (65.6%). At the other end of the scale, most students indicated a belief in God by disagreeing with the statement that “there is no such thing as God” (15.2%). Three statements were included that related to Jesus and particular dogmas. The first declaration was “Jesus Christ is truly God” 55% of females and 37.9% of males indicated that they believed that statement to be true.  46.4% of males and 71% of females agreed with the statement on Jesus’ atoning death. The section on the nature and salvific purpose of Jesus indicated most students affirmed belief in the ‘Creedal Jesus’ as outlined in Catholic theology.  

4.4.5 FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW

The focus group interview for this section of the study included a discussion on images of God related to the visual stimulus material illustrated below. Students were asked to discuss and comment on who God might be to them, and how that image was informed by their Catholic education.

4.4.6 IMAGES OF GOD

The following ‘images of God’ caricatures were developed as visual stimuli for discussion on images of God. They were not exhaustive as regards characteristics of God, and were meant to serve as a catalyst for discussion. The exercise was shown at two schools via a multimedia projection in a PowerPoint program while students at one school viewed the images on laminated A4 size cards. Student responses are outlined below.

Figure. 4.19 The Checking Out God
[image: image1.png]



The image of the ‘checking out’ God did not resonate with most participants. Only 23% of respondents said they could relate to the God who watches and apportions blessings and punishments. Student 2.6 said, 

No man, no way he’s like that...that’s what my dad reckons he’s like but that’s not real love and God is love...like Jesus, he always forgave..

Student 2.4 commented, “I believe you pay for your sins when you die but not in a place that burns you up and tortures you...as if...”

Figure 4.20 The Justice God
[image: image2.png]



This image of God was seen as a better representation of the idea of ‘a scales of Justice God.’ Students were aware that life was not a ‘free for all’, especially if one espoused a faith in God. Students were divided in their view of punishment after death. They felt that the concept of purgatory was flawed. Student 1.1 said,

We learnt all about Martin Luther in year 10. The Church bought and sold salvation and purgatory time. That just isn’t right. Why would you have to go into lockdown for 1000 years and then be allowed in to Heaven?

Students discussed God as being a wondrous, incomprehensible Being whose true nature was love and forgiveness. Although they felt people like serial killers and rapists would suffer God’s punishment, the vast majority would go to Heaven, regardless of Religion. Living a good life seemed to be regarded as the ultimate yardstick. Student 1.4 noted,

Everyone does their best in life…even like natives in the Amazon…how can they ever go to Church or have Communion? If they are good people they will be rewarded just like us…

Figure 4.21 The Incarnate/Atoning God
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This next image was presented in a way to highlight some of confusing, layered, and complicated doctrines of Christian Soteriology. Students’ initial response was to identify the humour inherent in the cartoon. Most students articulated the traditional theological words about atonement and the Incarnation and adopted them as part of their own worldview, apparently without completely understanding what the doctrines mean. The females, in particular, identified with Jesus’ salvific death and “knew in (their) hearts that Jesus died for me.”

Student 1.7 and 3.4 said,

I go to the Stations of the Cross each Good Friday and cry like a baby…what he went through for us so that we can get to Heaven…now I know what God is like because I can look to Jesus as God living on earth and sharing in our experiences.

 Yeah, sometimes it’s a bit hard to get your head around…but I believe he died for us…it was no accident…why would Christianity last until 2007 if the whole thing wasn’t controlled by God…look how human he was in the Garden of Gethsemane…he was freaking out…just like any of us would… 

Figure 4.22 The Santa God
[image: image4.png]



The notion of a God who answers prayer for material and spiritual things was generally agreed upon. All students had prayed and asked God for something at least once in their lives. The prayers ranged from asking to heal sick relatives to finding enough money to buy an Ipod.

Students 3.2 and 2.5 said,

The last time I prayed was a couple of months ago…I needed a new job and asked God to help the person who was interviewing me to see that I was the right person for the job…it worked!!

I prayed for my Grandmother..she’s been sick for yonks and I didn’t feel the doctors were making her any better so I prayed to God…not so much that she would get well but that she didn’t suffer anymore…it’s hard…what do you do? 

Figure 4.23 The Speculative Prayer
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This image built on the previous one and was directed at prayer to a God who you are unsure even exists, hence the empty throne. Around half of interviewees were “kind of sure” God existed but weren’t 100% certain. Those students also said they caught themselves thinking that the prayer might be just them talking to themselves. All students said they “hoped God existed” and said they would be depressed if irrefutable evidence was released God didn’t exist.

Student 2.1 said,

It gets you through life…you need to know there is a God up there that loves you no matter what...someone who can be there for you always and love…I pray because it makes me feel better...whether God hears me or not…

Figure 4.24 The Exclusive God
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The image of the exclusive God sparked heated debate amongst respondents but comments were more in line with the problems of religious fundamentalism in the world. All students rejected this image of God as being likely. They were very concerned with the followers of this God and the effects those adherents are having on the world. 

Student 2.6 said,

I know people who think that is their God...they hate anyone else who is not a believer. Why would God love one group of people more than another and want that culture to kill everyone else...I don’t think so...

Fig. 4.25 No God
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Only 11% of students responded by agreeing with this image declaring “No God.” Of those participants, 2% stated that they were fairly sure there was no God and that Religion was a bit of a hoax. Student 3.3 commented,

I dunno...look at the world...everyone fights because of God...that just sucks...get rid of religion and gods and everyone would get on ok... 

89% of students believed God exists in one form or another. Student 1.2 said,

Something can’t come from nothing...science confuses me...I have felt God’s presence in my life...I just know he is there... 

Figure 4.26 The Knowing and Caring God
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Students reacted to this image positively with 90% of students saying this is probably what God is like. This corresponded with the survey results on the perception of God being a forgiving and loving deity. The God of the 50s and 60s who ‘wielded a big stick’ and left ‘residual guilt’ does not seem to be evident in the consciousness of today’s Year 12 students.

Student 1.4 and 1.1 remarked that, 

I think when Jesus died he went to Hell then back up again so we all have to go through bad times to get to the good…

I ask Jesus’ forgiveness and claim my sins on the Cross, guilt doesn’t come into it once there is repentance…when you know you are truly sorry it is no big deal anymore…

SPIRITUALITY

The second section of the focus group interview dealt with the theme of spirituality in the lives of students. The general question was asked, “What does spirituality mean to you?” Student 1.2 said spirituality is,

Something inside…the way you express your faith…you can be religious and spiritual or non-religious but spiritual… heaps of people don’t go to Mass but are very spiritual people…can be other stuff that helps you with your life…

Student 2.7 was less able to articulate spirituality. “I don’t know…stuff that affects your life…God stuff…going to Mass and Church…”

Student 1.3 understood that spirituality had religious connections; “…things…how you feed your soul…praying to God and helping each other…love.”

The next question enquired into the label religious and whether respondents would apply that to themselves. Student 2.2 and 3.5 said,

I have no hassles calling myself religious…I am proud to say that about myself...you have to be spiritual to be religious in the true meaning…people go to Church but don’t think about God between Sunday and Saturday…

I am a bit religious…I go to Mass once a month with the folks…I am not full-on but I pray every day….I think you have to walk around with a pair of rosary beads to be religious…mum’s like that…

Other students viewed the terms “religious” and “spiritual” as interchangeable. Commenting that,

Your spirituality comes out in your Religion…You have to have some spiritual side to be religious even if you only think about God on Sundays…

Students were asked what aspects of their lives made them hopeful and happy. The rationale was to explore what parts of their lives sustained them and gave them a sense of purpose. Students (general comments from a number of students) from one school identified a range of pursuits. 

HOPEFUL aspirations, goals, getting ahead, working, completing a major assignment at school…when you mentioned 13 years at school I couldn’t believe how long we have been here… HAPPY…Some people get happy by eating chocolate…I am happy when I am shopping…I find I am happy when I am helping other people to be happy…I visited my friend in hospital and that made me happy…

Respondents (general comments from a range of students) commented that relationships and leisure pursuits were the keys to hope and happiness. 

HOPEFUL friends, boyfriend…the footy…the holidays, weekends….going away n…holidays…HAPPY…girlfriend…parents….being at home in my room…listening to my Ipod…concerts…parties…knowing I have done a good job on an assignment…

A group of students from one school were more direct and concise. They, as males, related to the rollercoaster ride of sporting affiliations as reflecting life and community. They also linked hope and happiness with a successful HSC. Student 2.2 said, 

HOPEFUL schoolies…the end of a… successful HSC… HAPPY…friends…people who you like to be around…helping out the year 7s…art…music…sport…love…Easter….some of the stuff at Mass….retreats….movies like Lord of the Rings…being a valued member of the community…

The next question enquired whether respondents would ‘try out’ other churches or religions later on in life as part of their faith journey. 

Students from the female school were very open-minded in their response. 

Yes…I like the Pentecostal stuff…their Music is phat…I would like to see a Muslim prayer session to see what they say about us…Buddhism is cool but I don’t know about reincarnation…I like our Church…it feels like a family…

There was a mixed reaction from one school. Some said they would and others felt the Catholic Church was nurturing enough. Student 1.1 said,

Yes…definitely…I would like to try an Orthodox Church…I love my Church…I like the Hillsong vibe…the young people and music is great…I love being a Maronite…It’s the same God in other Churches….It may bring you closer to God…

Similar feedback was gained from another school. To them it was all personal and relative and about a personal relationship with God. Student 2.3 said,

The television pastors look more relatable than our Priests…it comes down to your personal self…you need a personal relationship with God to start with…

The final question in the section on contemporary spirituality looked at the role prayer played in the lives of students. The question asked was, “Do you pray? If so, how, when, and what do you say?” One student was adamant in how important the role of prayer played in her life and the effect it had on her well-being. She said, 

If I’ve done something bad and I pray I feel happy after that…I have been brought up to pray morning and night and that makes me happy when I face each new day…I feel like I can’t repay him for all that he does for me but I pray in thanksgiving, although I am usually asking for something…

Another response remarked that it was a bit like Santa Claus in that she asked for ‘stuff.’ God was also not a ‘Him’ for these girls and was seen of as a ‘parent’ figure rather than Father figure. She (student 1.1) also said that prayer was more of a chat than a formal recital, commenting,

Yeah, you are never satisfied, I always ask for more…If I don’t pray I feel like I have distanced myself from him…I just chat, no full-on Our father’s or anything…it is more like asking for stuff…sometimes I thank him if I get a good mark or a party was good…I just lie down in bed and pray before I fall asleep.

Most students were very forthcoming in this discussion with a range of ideas and attitudes to prayer. Student 1.3 said,

If I’ve done something bad I pray …no…yes…when I need something or I am sad…he is kind of a friend…I pray at school most days with our Pastoral class…that’s pretty cool and a good way to start school each day…I like the Our father…knowing people have been praying that prayer since Jesus taught the disciples is pretty cool …I have prayed out in the surf before…I had a great feeling in the water…I pray at Mass when I have communion…I like that time just after we have the Host….I pray with my family at meal times… 

4.5 CULTURAL INFLUENCES AND YOUTH CULTURE

The final section in this research project deals with aspects of youth culture. The general question posed to the respondents was, ‘How has living in today’s world affected your outlook on life?’

Table 4.27 Today’s world affecting outlook on life
	Q no
	Question: How has living in today’s affected your outlook on life?
	School A
	School B
	School C
	Total Males 
	Total Females 
	Total average

	
	
	Females


	Males


	Males &

Females
	
	
	

	
	
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	% impt


	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt
	Av
	% impt 
	Av

	YC01
	I am proud of my ethnic identity
	85.7%
	4.36
	56.4%
	3.49
	49.1%
	3.33
	49.3%
	3.23
	82.3%
	3.96
	74.1%
	3.68

	YC 02
	No problem with other cultures in Australia
	%

Agree
	Av
	%

Agree
	Av
	%

Agree
	Av
	%

Agree
	Av
	%

Agree
	Av
	%

Agree
	Av

	
	
	76.7%


	4.17
	46.1%
	3.10
	40.4%
	3.86
	45.4%
	3.15
	68.2%
	3.81
	59.2%
	3.55

	YC 03
	Comfortable with Oz-freedoms for the young 
	90.2%
	4.39
	67.1%
	3.63
	25.4%
	3.12
	45.9%
	3.25
	80.2%
	3.97
	63.7%
	3.69

	YC 04
	TV contributes to my values & sense of justice
	37.4%
	3.00
	47.4%
	3.42
	30%
	3.23
	39.3%
	3.24
	36%
	2.99
	37.1%
	3.09

	YC 05
	Multiculturalism is working well in Oz
	44.4%
	3.30
	29.7%
	2.92
	44.7%
	3.12
	38.6%
	3.17
	43.4%
	3.28
	41.6%
	3.24

	YC 06
	Freedom of Religious practice as long as no-one gets hurt
	75.6%
	4.19
	45.9%
	3.27
	26.3%
	3.87
	38.1%
	3.00
	62.6%
	3.76
	54.3%
	3.47

	YC 07
	Learn English before migrating
	47%
	3.29
	56.7%
	3.57
	30%
	3.32
	41%
	3.04
	45.6%
	3.19
	43.4%
	3.14

	YC 08
	Indigenous Australians are being treated fairly
	39%
	3.10
	29.7%
	2.84
	45.6%
	2.92
	35.2%
	3.03
	39.2%
	3.18
	37.7%
	3.12


The scale utilised for this part of the survey was 1-strongly disagree and 5- strongly agree. Students were asked to comment on the importance of their ethnic identity. This response was a more general indication of cultural pride, in the context of multiculturalism, than the cultural identity measure contained in table 4.6. A result of 82.3% of females displayed pride in their ethnic identity in contrast to a lower score of 49.3% for males. A significant number of of males 45.4% and 68.2% of females said that they had no problem with other cultures living in Australia. Overall, 41.6% of respondents believed that multiculturalism is working well in this country.  In terms of Australia’s indigenous population, only 37.2% of students believed that they are being treated fairly. Interestingly, 43.4% of students agreed that it was important for newly arrived Australians to learn English before they arrived here. A number of young people also felt comfortable with the freedoms that are afforded them in Australian society (54.3%). With regard to television, 37.1% of students considered that it was important in relation to an education in values and a sense of social justice.  

The results from this section indicated that there are a range of cultural influences impacting on young people. No response was overwhelmingly strong, except the female response to pride in ethnic identity. This medium to average result may indicate that, for young people, societal experiences are still new, and taking a personal stance on issues such as the plight of Indigenous Australians, are still being formed.   

The results from this section indicate there are a range of cultural influences impacting on young people. No response was overwhelmingly strong, except the female response to pride in ethnic identity. This medium to average result may indicate that, for young people, societal experiences are still new, and taking a personal stance on issues such as the plight of Indigenous Australians, are still being formed.   

4.5.1 FOCUS GROUP

CULTURAL INFLUENCES AND YOUTH CULTURE

The focus group interview for the section of youth culture dealt with issues of society and experience. The rationale was to build on the responses obtained from the survey and explore those indicators of youth spirituality. The questions covered the major sections contained in the questionnaire and students were encouraged to be open in their responses. The quotes below are selected from the three schools and encapsulate the main features of each school’s discussions. Student codes are used to introduce each quote.

The first question asked; 1) “Is Australia a religious country?”

Student 3.6 and 3.4 said, “pretty much…not everyone is like us…heaps of people pray though…”

No…most of the people I know aren’t religious…yes, but the Muslims are taking over…fifty fifty I reckon…Not as religious as America they are full-on…

The second question looked at multiculturalism and asked if students felt it had any meaning to them and, if they thought it was working,

2) “What does multiculturalism mean to you? Is it working?”

Student 2.1 said,

Yes, heritage is massive to me…most of the time…in our area every ethnic group gets on ok…there will always be exceptions…it’s what you’re brought up around…

A contrasting response was obtained from another school. Student 2.7 thought that multiculturalism,

 sucks…live and let live…not in Australia….they don’t speak English and hate us skippies…we have some pretty good people at our school…they fit in alright…we should stop immigration…there are enough people here now…

A second generation Australian student (2.3) had the benefit of understanding some of the places in the world that are less safe. He commented,

We don’t go around killing each other…we have the benefit of knowing what happens in our parents’ countries with war and stuff…Australia is ok.

Question 3 looked at the medium of television and what role it played in students’ lives. The basis of this section of the study was to address whether television played a role in shaping the values, and contributing to the spirituality, of senior school students. The second part of the question asked whether student’s found television was an important source of education in global matters and culture.

3a) “Do you watch much television? Why?”

Student 3.5 said, ‘Yes…entertainment…fun…education…’

3b) “Is television an important source of education and understanding what is cool in the world?”

Students 3.1 and 2.4 said, 

It teaches us about the world and what is cool in music and fashion…definitely.’ ‘Yes…I love Big Brother and The Biggest Loser…it’s entertaining…some of the docos are fab for assignments and stuff…

“Absolutely…TV is great for fashion and what’s the new in thing…”

Students from one school centred their television viewing on tracking the successes and defeats of their favourite sporting teams.

Student 2.3 declared, “I love it…I have Foxtel and watch sport whenever I can…I love the English Premier League….go Man U!”

One respondent (student 3.5) thought that Big Brother was lots of fun and enjoyed people being themselves.

He said,

Can’t miss an episode of Big Brother and especially Friday Night Games….the girls are hot and it’s all about real life…I don’t mind docos either…they help you with assignments and that…

The next question enquired into the role celebrities play in students’ lives. Young people today are inundated with media images of celebrities and the intricacies of their personal lives. The questionnaire results indicated that the majority respondents did not view celebrities with any degree of respect as role models. The focus group interviews at each school had the same result. All students responded by saying that they were curious and interested in celebrities but were certainly did not view them as role models on any level.

The next question built on the theme of celebrity and materialism. Students were asked whether it was important to be “rich, good looking, or respected.” All three schools said that ‘respect’ was the most important value to aspire to as a young adult; relegating the quest for good looks and wealth to second and third.

Question 4 in the Youth Culture section looked at the role and understanding of community amongst young people in catholic schools.

4) “Do you feel a sense of community in your world (e.g., School, family, sport, local area)?”

Student 1.6 said,

“Yes…community is really important to feel you belong.”

One student (student 2.2) had an understanding of his time at school being unique and special. He said, “I am going to miss school and stuff….being known is really important to us…sometimes you feel isolated because of the Web…”

Another respondent (student 2.3) looked at it from a different angle commenting, “You need to be patriotic like the ANZACS. They died so we could have a good life. We all need to band together and look after one another.”

Racial heritage was the last topic covered in the focus group interview. The survey gave a strong response from females who felt it was important in terms of meaning in life.

5)”Do you identify with your racial heritage? Does that mean anything to you?”

Student 1.2 declared, “Yes…extremely important to who I am and where my family came from…”

Another respondent (student 3.3) had seen some of the racial violence that occurred in 2005 and mentioned that as an influence on his attitude. He said,

 Yes…even more so after the riots in 2005…you realise it’s us against them…they have to fit in it’s our country…

One participant (student 2.5) lives with many cultures in his suburb and is positive in his approach. He said,

For sure…I live with Vietnamese, Lebanese….and I am Italian…they all come over for Sunday lunch and make sauce with my grandma….we laugh and share stories about how funny some of our customs are…I love being Italian/Australian…

Question 13 of the questionnaire enquired into whether the stories in TV are useful in helping make sense of life. The scale employed was 1-little influence to 5-very important. The following graphs highlight the results from students who indicated that stories on television were important or very important in helping make sense of life. The results indicated a stronger response for males than females. The male school (35%) and the overall male result (32%) indicated that males appeared to take on board values inherent in TV shows that portrayed life situations.
Figure 4.28 Stories in TV are useful in helping make sense of life
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Question 14 of the questionnaire looked into the behaviour of characters in television and whether that was a learning experience. The rationale was to explore whether students related to the situations shown on television and whether they apply that to their own lives. The scale was in the same 1-5 format as the previous question.

Figure 4.29 Behaviour of characters in TV is a learning experience
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The male results were consistent with those in the previous question. Over 40% of males indicated that the behaviour of characters on television was important or very important in learning about life and how to relate. Females were less affirming with 23% indicating that television was important as a learning tool. The next question asked students to respond to the statement “War and conflict make me feel unsafe in the world.” The scale was 1-little influence to 5-very important. 

Figure 4.30 War and conflict make me feel unsafe in the world
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The results showed a clear demarcation between the genders. Females felt that the current state of the world, in terms of war and conflict, made them feel unsafe. Male respondents were less inclined to feel troubled by news of war and conflict (26.9%).

The final question in the focus group interview asked students to look at a visual representation of a contemporary youth spirituality. The cartoon was designed to encapsulate the major themes of this study and to allow students an opportunity to see how the various aspects of spirituality could provide a foundation, and a source of meaning in their lives. 

In the cartoon, the Students represented the participants, The Boat and the Anchor stood for the project’s working definition of spirituality as those aspects of life that provided a worldview, a sense of meaning and purpose, a sense of self, and that which is greater than self. The Television Set signified the influence that film and TV have on young people and their spirituality. The E symbol, Money & Fast Food symbolised consumerism and the commodification of all things, including spirituality and transcendental thought and practice. 

The Heart denoted the rising tide of individualism, the search for meaning, and the importance of relationships in the lives of senior students. The Map signified multiculturalism and pluralism and its impact on contemporary Australian society and culture. The Church/Buildings represented Catholic education & spirituality, as well as some contemporary theological developments such as the popularity of the Gospel Jesus as opposed to the Magisterial Church. The Institutions also symbolised the developmental theory that is a key theme in the literature review. 

Fig. 4.31 Cartoon of Contemporary Youth Spirituality
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The responses amongst the students were varied. Female respondents tended to view the symbols as something they could relate to and understood how multiculturalism, community and secularization featured in their lives. Student 2.1 said,

Yeah….the heart is what it is about…we are Australian and a community living in a big world…sometimes you get down on how we need money and stuff…I am glad I live in a great community that looks after each other…  

Some wondered why we have to be so technological to communicate. Student 3.6 said,

when I am in class all I think about is who has texted me and if I have any emails…as soon as I get out of class I put my Ipod on and check my phone….I wish I didn’t have to think about it so much but it’s the way young people stay in touch in the modern times…

Another Student (2.3) thought school and fast food were interesting themes in the cartoon. He said,

…I love going out and buying stuff….I don’t think I have ever stayed at home and made a meal…when mum does it we sit down as a family and talk…it’s great…we laugh and tell old stories…school’s like that as well…at lunch time we sit around and chat…if someone isn’t feeling too good we can sort it out over a sandwich and a coke…
4.6     ISSUES AFFECTING THE VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF SUBJECTIVE MEASURES OF SPIRITUALITY AND VALUES

Data showed that students considered they were not influenced by ‘peer group pressure’.  But elsewhere in the survey they indicated that friends and friendship groups were particularly important for them and therefore potentially very influential.  In addition, there was other data that seemed to run contrary to other research findings and anecdotal evidence – such as that ‘how they looked’ was not very important and therefore not an influential factor as regards values and behaviour.

These findings suggested that while young people may not set out to be deliberately deceiving when reporting their subjective views and talking about their beliefs and values, they may not always be highly giving accurate information.  They may tend to say what they would like to feel about themselves.  And at times their estimates about what has affected their beliefs and values may be biased or somewhat naive.

However, a more important issue is the need to acknowledge that questionnaires – and even interviews and focus group discussions – will have natural problems in reporting valid and reliable measures of respondents’ subjective states.   When people, both adults and the young, are asked to talk about their beliefs and values, and about their assessment of the personal and cultural influences on this development, it needs to be recognised that this is a very personal and subjective process that they are commenting on.  It may be difficult for individuals to make accurate subjective judgments about themselves.  Parents and educators will at times make judgments about the behaviour and motivations of children and students that are ‘more accurate’ than the young people’s own self-assessment, or more accurate than the young would be prepared to admit about themselves; occasionally, as regards some aspects of behaviour, one may be ‘better’ known and understood by close outside observers; in such cases, their knowledge is in a sense more accurate and ‘true’ than the individual’s self-knowledge.  But more often than not, the observer or interviewer will have only limited and partial insights into young people’s valuing and behaviour which are complex and influenced by complicated networks of factors and personal experience.  At times, even behaviour will not always be a good account of their value position.

The other issue to acknowledge is that even for mature people it is not easy to make accurate judgments about the effects of outside influences on one’s own beliefs, values and behavior; and similarly about the enduring influence of particular personal experiences.  For example, judgments about the spiritual/moral influence of parents on the self may be based more on feelings of love, respect, admiration, gratitude etc. rather than on a systematic analysis of what one thinks are their own values and beliefs followed by a similar analysis and comparison with what one thinks are parental beliefs and values.

It has already been noted that more sophisticated research strategies and data collection techniques would be necessary to probe some of the issues in greater depth – for example, the spiritual and moral influence of friends.   But even with complex strategies, there are natural limits to the accuracy of information given by individuals about their inner lives.

This study has endeavoured to take all of these issues into account when interpreting the meaning and significance of the reported subjective data from this sample of young people.  That means treating the data respectfully as subjective accounts of inner dispositions, a reportage that has natural limitations in validity and reliability that are of the very nature of the subjective data about young people’s personal and spiritual development.  This approach is in accord with the constructionist and interpretivist paradigms within which the study was conceived.

The interpretation of the meaning and significance of the results in the next chapters will then not be dogmatic or positivistic in ascribing causal influences, but will try to appraise what the respondents themselves understand as causal influences on their thinking and values, even if this difficult for them to estimate.  While there may be significant variability in measures of the subjective data, it can still be insightful in pointing towards trends in thinking and influences on values.  Also, an important part of this study has been honouring the commitment of the project to give the students a ‘voice’ in expressing their views in both questionnaire and focus group interview.

4.7 SUMMARY

This chapter analysed the research data from questionnaires and focus groups.  With regard to moral and faith development, the data pointed toward a number of influences that included family, friends, conscience, and social norms. The results suggested that none of these are mutually exclusive and they all play a contributing part in forming morality in young people. According to the results of this study, faith development is based on the primary influence of parents, while Religious Education plays a minor role. Significantly, priests and teachers were regarded as the least influential of the factors/agents that affected understanding of God.

As regards their response to the sources of meaning in life’s experiences, a personal value system was considered to be most important in interpreting meaning in life and forging a worldview. A considerable number of students indicated that they understood and experienced the transcendent dimensions of life in nature. They understood that there was something in life much bigger than themselves and their own perceptions. The research suggests that spirituality for young people is an eclectic synthesis of the sacred and profane. 

This result reinforces the current view that the secular and sacred are not mutually exclusive but coexist in modern spiritualities. A negative response was found about the influence of Catholic education on a personal spirituality and meaning in life. Students said that they found Catholic education did not facilitate a clear view of the world, and did not provide clear answers to the big questions.  

Images of God for young people were varied but most of the participants in this study believed in a God who loves and forgives unconditionally. They found the idea of an exclusivist/fundamentalist God difficult to reconcile. Very few students were committed atheists. Those who rejected God seemed to be rejecting on the basis of negative experiences of life and religion E.g. the effects of religious wars and terrorism. Interestingly, the ‘Creedal Jesus’ is important, relevant and identifiable to most students participating in this research.  

Student responses to aspects of youth culture indicated a general agreement about statements pertaining to the influence of television on values, and the need for migrants to learn English. According to students, tolerance was important in allowing different cultures the freedom to express themselves within Australian society. Students also agreed that multiculturalism in Australia is working. There is not an exclusivist attitude amongst Catholic young people toward other faith traditions. Students feel ‘God’ can be worshipped and defined in any way that people see fit.  

A contemporary spirituality amongst senior school students in this sample from Catholic schools appears to be diverse. It involved the interplay of the secular and religious. For young people, drawing meaning from life can involve beliefs, rituals, practices, and affiliations that provide identity and purpose. The data presented in this chapter suggests that the role of the Catholic school is helpful in introducing students to Religion, and the concept of spirituality. However, the majority of respondents indicated that their Catholic education did not facilitate a life-long adherence to the Catholic faith and an unquestioning allegiance to the Christian narrative.
The following chapter will discuss the meaning and significance of the research findings.
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