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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to explore upper secondary school students’ perspectives on the role of
school and parents in shaping their religious attitudes.

Metholodgy: The study adopted a qualitative approach using thematic analysis. The research
population consisted of upper secondary school students in Tehran, selected through purposive
sampling. Data were collected via individual semi-structured interviews, which continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. A total of 10 students from grades 11 and 12 participated.
Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed following the six-phase thematic analysis
framework proposed by Braun and Clarke.

Findings: Analysis of the data regarding the role of school resulted in the identification of 12 main
themes and 25 subthemes, including the practical application of religious teachings in daily life,
teachers’ modeling role, age-appropriate instruction, the religious and cultural climate of school,
and peer influence. Concerning the role of parents, 6 main themes and 13 subthemes emerged,
emphasizing the family’s explanatory role in religion, parental modeling of religious practice,
providing a secure environment for informed religious choice, and challenges related to generational
perceptual gaps.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that both school and family play significant roles in shaping
students’ religious attitudes; however, the effectiveness of these roles depends on coordination,
flexibility, and avoidance of coercive approaches. Constructive collaboration between school and
family can foster the development of stable and internalized religious attitudes among adolescents.
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Detailed Abstract

Introduction

Religion continues to play a central role in shaping individual meaning systems, moral orientations, and social behaviors, particularly
during adolescence, a developmental period characterized by identity exploration, cognitive transformation, and heightened sensitivity
to social influences. Research in psychology, sociology, and education consistently indicates that religious attitudes formed during
adolescence are not merely inherited beliefs but are actively constructed through interaction with key socializing agents, most notably the
family and the school (Ahmadi Dastjerdi, 2017; Klimstra, 2013). Religious attitudes have been shown to relate positively to
psychological well-being, social adjustment, resilience, and ethical behavior, while also functioning as protective factors against distress,

anxiety, and maladaptive behaviors (Dein et al., 2012; Mousavi Fakhr & Keyvanloo, 2021; Yonker et al., 2012).

From a developmental perspective, adolescence represents a shift from externally regulated religiosity toward more reflective and
internalized forms of belief. During this stage, young people critically evaluate inherited religious norms, test their coherence with lived
experience, and negotiate religious meaning within broader social and cultural contexts (Smith & Denton, 2009; Talkhabi, 2017).
Consequently, the quality of religious socialization during this period becomes decisive. Family environments characterized by emotional
security, open communication, and non-coercive guidance have been found to foster deeper and more enduring religious commitment
compared to authoritarian or inconsistent parental approaches (Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008; Hosseini et al., 2015). At the same time,
sociological studies suggest that rapid cultural change, generational gaps, and digital media exposure have complicated traditional patterns

of religious transmission within families (Mobarak et al., 2019; Vermeer, 2014).

Schools constitute the second major institutional context influencing adolescents’ religious attitudes. Beyond formal religious education
curricula, schools shape students’ religious orientations through teacher behaviors, peer interactions, institutional culture, and the extent
to which religious instruction is meaningfully connected to students’ everyday lives (Niazian et al., 2022; Rajabi Borujeni, 2023).
Contemporary educational research emphasizes that religious education is most effective when it is dialogical, developmentally
appropriate, and responsive to students’ real-life concerns rather than purely doctrinal or repetitive (Barida et al., 2019; Rohim &
Madzaly, 2025). Moreover, teachers’ personal integrity, consistency between values and behavior, and capacity to address students’

questions critically have been identified as crucial determinants of students’ acceptance or rejection of religious messages (Farshad &

Farzaneh, 2021; Karami & Chopani, 2019).

Recent international studies further highlight the need to rethink religious education in light of globalization, digitalization, and changing
youth cultures. Innovative approaches that integrate religious education with moral development, social responsibility, and cultural
literacy have been proposed as more compatible with adolescents’ contemporary experiences (Mutmainnah et al., 2025; Suryanti &
Ikawati, 2025; Syafi'i & Shokheh, 2025). Despite this growing body of research, many existing studies rely primarily on quantitative
measures or adult-centered perspectives, offering limited insight into adolescents’ own interpretations of how family and school shape
their religious attitudes. Qualitative explorations that foreground students’ voices remain comparatively scarce, particularly in non-
Western contexts. Addressing this gap is essential for developing educational and familial practices that align with adolescents’ lived

realities and developmental needs.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design grounded in thematic analysis to explore upper secondary school students’ perspectives
on the role of school and parents in shaping their religious attitudes. The research population consisted of students enrolled in grades 11
and 12 of upper secondary schools. Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure relevance to the research questions and
diversity of perspectives. Inclusion criteria required participants to be currently enrolled in upper secondary education, willing to

participate voluntarily, and able to articulate their experiences and views.

Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews conducted in a quiet and confidential setting. An interview guide with
open-ended questions was used to explore students’ experiences with religious education at school, parental influence on religious beliefs,
interactions with teachers and peers, and overall perceptions of religion. The semi-structured format allowed flexibility to probe emerging

themes and follow participants’ narratives in depth. Interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent and transcribed verbatim.



Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reac that no new conceptual information emerged from s

interviews. A total of ten students participated in the study. Data an: cd the six-phase thematic analysis proce

familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, identification of the and refinement of themes,

of themes, and production of an analytic narrative. To enhance trustworthin was conducted it

interpretations were continually compared with the raw data to ensure coherence and ¢
Findings

Analysis of the interview data revealed a coherent pattern of themes reflecting students’ perceptions of how sc family contribute
to the formation of their religious attitudes. Regarding the role of school, twelve main themes and multiple subthemes were identified.
Students emphasized the importance of translating religious teachings into practical guidance applicable to everyday life. Religious
instruction perceived as abstract, repetitive, or disconnected from real-world concerns was described as ineffective or disengaging. In
contrast, lessons that addressed moral dilemmas, personal challenges, and social responsibilities were viewed as meaningful and

influential.

The role of teachers emerged as a central theme. Students consistently highlighted that teachers’ personal conduct, sincerity, and
consistency between words and actions significantly shaped their attitudes toward religion. Teachers who demonstrated respect, openness
to questions, and ethical behavior were perceived as credible and inspiring, whereas authoritarian or contradictory behaviors undermined
trust in religious instruction. Attention to students’ developmental stage was also emphasized, with participants noting that age-

appropriate language and sensitivity to adolescent concerns facilitated greater engagement.

The school environment as a whole—including peer relationships, collective activities, and the general cultural climate—was described
as an important contextual factor. Group activities, collaborative projects, and positive peer influence were reported to enhance interest

in religious engagement, while peer pressure or ridicule could discourage open expression of religious identity.

In relation to parental influence, six main themes were identified. Students described the family as the primary source of early religious
understanding and moral orientation. Parental modeling of religious behavior, emotional support, and open dialogue were viewed as
crucial in fostering a positive and internalized religious attitude. Conversely, coercive practices, excessive control, or inconsistency

between parents’ beliefs and behaviors were associated with resistance or ambivalence toward religion.

A notable finding concerned generational differences. Several students reported experiencing a perceptual gap between their own
questions and concerns and their parents’ expectations or interpretations of religion. In such cases, peers and social networks were
perceived as supplementary sources of understanding and support. Overall, students portrayed religious attitude formation as a dynamic

process shaped by multiple, interacting influences rather than a linear transmission from adults to youth.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore that adolescents perceive religious attitude formation as a multifaceted and relational process
embedded in everyday interactions with family, school, and peers. Schools were viewed as influential not merely through formal religious
curricula but through the authenticity of teachers, the relevance of educational content, and the broader social climate. Students’ emphasis
on practical applicability suggests that religious education gains meaning when it resonates with lived experience and addresses real moral

and existential questions.

Parental influence remained foundational, particularly in early socialization, yet its effectiveness depended largely on emotional security,
dialogue, and respect for autonomy. Adolescents’ narratives highlighted that supportive and non-coercive family environments facilitate
internalization of religious values, whereas imposed or inconsistent approaches risk alienation. The identified generational gap reflects

broader social transformations and points to the growing role of peers and social contexts in complementing family influence.

¢ that neither school nor family alone can fully account for adolescents’ religious attitudes. Rather,

as constructive or coun ive. These findings highlight the importance of integrative, dialogical, and

oaches to religious education and fa
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