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Children and the Communication of Values Through

Significant Emotional Events
 

Chapter One: Introduction 

Children Learn What They Live 
If a child lives with criticism . . . he learns to condemn. 
If a child lives with security . . . he learns to have faith. 
If a child lives with hostility . . . he learns to fight. 
If a child lives with fairness . . . he learns justice. 
If a child lives with ridicule . . . he learns to be shy. 
If a child lives with praise . . . he learns to appreciate. 
If a child lives with shame . . . he learns to feel guilty. 
If a child lives with encouragement . . . he learns confidence. 
If a child lives with tolerance . . . he learns to be patient. 
If a child lives with approval . . . he learns to like himself. 
If a child lives with acceptance and friendship . . . 

. . . he learns to find love in the world. 
Anonymous 

What a child lives with, a child learns. As this poem so effectively 

portrays, children learn from what they experience in their environment; 

particularly in the home. Each line suggests that what a child picks up is 

a direct result of either direct or indirect modeling. Through the continual 

observation of, or the exposure to the behaviors and actions of a parent, 

grandparent, guardian, teacher, or any other significant adult, values are 

acquired. 

Children obtain values from family, friends, teachers, and idols, 

and through mediums such as face-to-face interaction with others, 
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television, radio, books, and music. Still, during the child's early years, 

development is primarily directed from the family. 

Communication is a process by which human beings send 

messages, and respond to one another. It is the method used for 

exchanging feelings, beliefs, ideas, and emotion from one person to 

another. However, in the communication of values, the interaction 

between a parent and child often is a process of constructing meaning 

jointly. What the poem does not intimate, is the intent of the person(s) 

doing the modeling. Whether the behaviors are intentional or 

unintentional, direct or indirect is not clear. It also does not indicate how 

the communication is accomplished. 

Researcher and author Verna Hildebrand (1994) approaches how 

children are taught values in two separate ways: indirect guidance and 

direct guidance. She writes that "Indirect guidance is the behind-the

scenes work and planning that influences the behavior of the child" 

(p. 27). Parents and teachers use indirect guidance to plan activities and 

create schedules for the child to follow. In this way, organization is 

learned, and the child learns acceptable behaviors. 

Direct guidance, according to Hildebrand (1994), includes: (1) 

physical (i.e., physical contact & proximity), (2) verbal (i.e., the use of 

words), and (3) affective (i.e., an interaction between a child and adult 

which includes emotion and feelings) techniques to influence the child. 
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Each type influences the behavior and values of the child through 

example and imitation. The child learns by watching, listening, and 

interacting. In a family, a parent leads or models (physical) a behavior, 

explains (verbalizes) what is being done, and discusses (interacts) with 

the child to assure understanding. 

At times the line between direct and indirect guidance is blurred. 

Often it is difficult to decipher where leading by example leaves off and 

pre-planned guidance takes over. Music, for example, serves as a 

medium which can be influential both directly and indirectly. The 

musical marketplace is flooded with cassette tapes and compact discs 

(CDs) that are designed to pick us up, help us relax, assist us in 

learning, and put us to sleep. Some tapes and CDs are designed 

specifically for children (e.g., alphabet songs, numeric songs) with 

specific characters (e.g., Barney, Big Bird, Kermit the Frog). Each of the 

children's songs and characters provide guidance indirectly. These songs 

are created to help a child learn to recognize letters and numbers, and 

characters which emphasize community and friendship, like Barney, are 

scripted for an intentional outcome. 

Direct guidance can also be found in music. Music performed in a 

concert requires some degree of physical contact or proximity, is typically 

presented lyrically, and often creates an emotional interaction between 

the performer and his/her audience. Through the use of words,
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emotions, and feelings, music has also had an effect on the values and 

behavior of the listener. For example, when Eddie Fisher sang "Oh! My 

Papa. To me he was so wonderful." in 1953 it was a mirror image of the 

sentiment of the time which was reverence and respect for one's father. 

Another example of direct guidance was performed three decades later by 

the group Suicidal Tendencies (1983), when they recorded a song titled "I 

Saw Your Mommy." The lyrics of their song communicate values very 

differently than the Eddie Fisher song thirty years earlier. The first two 

verses are: (1) I saw your mommy and your mommy's dead, I watched her 

as she bled, Chewed-off toes on her chopped-off feet, I took a picture 

because I thought it was neat; (2) I saw your mommy and your mommy's 

dead, I saw her lying in a pool of red, I think it's the greatest thing I'll 

ever see, Your dead mommy lying in front of me. 

Each of the above messages has the potential to communicate 

values to the listener. Each convey what Hildebrand (1994) refers to as 

the ethical position (i.e., going beyond right and wrong to present 

morality) in the values of the singer and the age. She explains, "because 

children are very impressionable, [other's] values are often very 

influential . . ." (p. 420). The other's behavior, through direct guidance, 

has influence over the child's behavior. 

Music, however, is only one possible source of influence. As noted 

earlier, there are many external forces at work shaping the values of a 
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child. An event that has the capacity to change a child's values is called a 

Significant Emotional Event (SEE). Morris Massey (1979), an applied 

social scientist, has defined the concept of SEE. He explains that a 

Significant Emotional Event is an experience that is so "mentally 

arresting" as to cause an individual to consider, examine, and possibly 

change one's initial values or value system (p. 8). Based on his work at 

the University of Colorado, Massey suggested that SEEs, such as the 

death of a child, death of a family member, or a traumatic crisis that 

claims the lives of hundreds, exact questions that need answering. The 

title of his frequently presented public talk indicates the significance of 

SEEs; "What You Are Is Where You Were When." 

Significant Emotional Events 

Significant Emotional Events (SEEs) occur indiscriminately in the 

lives of people everywhere. These events affect both young and old, and 

are not gender specific. SEEs are opportunities, according to Massey 

(1979), to teach values. The impact can be so significant as to cause 

inward scrutiny of one's own personal values. They have an impact on 

the unsuspecting lives of human beings. 

SEEs occur on all levels: globally, nationally, regionally, locally, 

and personally. For example, the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961, 

and its destruction in 1989 were two separate SEEs. When the wall was 
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built, it separated the East from the West, and prompted nations on both 

sides of the wall to examine loyalties, and tore families and friends apart. 

The separation of families, communities, and the city of Berlin, induced 

people on both sides of the wall to make choices about who merited trust 

and who did not. Trying to discern elements of safety, the degree of risk, 

who to trust, what was right, and what was wrong were all values that 

were salient to the people experiencing this SEE. However, the 

dismantling of the wall signaled the end of the Cold War, reunited 

families, and prompted the reunification of Germany. Families previously 

segregated were together again. Some family members met for the first 

time. When the wall was disassembled, the issues of trust, loyalty, and 

safety all became values that needed reassessment. 

The United States, its government and its citizens, has become 

more and more aware of internal and national security from terrorist 

events like the bombings at the World Trade Center in New York City and 

the federal building in Oklahoma City. In the latter case, citizens of 

Oklahoma City were aghast that their community in the heartland of 

America could be the recipient of such death and destruction. Personal 

lives were affected by the loss of mothers, fathers, husbands, wives, 

children, siblings, and coworkers. This event affected millions of people, 

both in the United States and abroad, and is still being remembered 

today because of the impact it had on people's lives. 
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While history is replete with significant emotional events, one that 

illustrates the potential national impact of a SEE occurred on October 

24, 1929; "Black Tuesday." The complete collapse of the stock market 

destroyed the lives and dreams of millions of citizens of the United 

States. The ensuing result was the Great Depression that lasted from 

1929 to 1940. During this period, over one-fourth of the working labor 

force (i.e., fifteen million people) were unemployed, and people lost farms, 

homes, and savings. If you ask people who lived through the 1929 stock 

market collapse, they can provide exceptionally vivid accounts that 

include where they were and what they were feeling. For many, it was the 

beginning of an age of distrust for government and banking. 

Other examples of SEEs with national impact include: (1) the 

December 7, 1941 bombing of the American Naval base at Pearl Harbor 

by Japan which killed thousands of local citizens and American service 

personnel; (2) the assassination of the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. on 

April 4, 1968, as he stood on a balcony in Memphis, Tennessee; (3) the 

October, 1983 truck-bomb attack on the Marine barracks in Beirut, 

Lebanon where more than 240 United States Marines were killed; (4) the 

explosion of the Challenger space shuttle on January 28, 1986 when all 

seven astronauts were killed in front of our eyes less than two minutes 

after lift-off, and (5) the November 22, 1963 assassination of United 

States President John F. Kennedy. 
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Massey (1979) uses the Kennedy assassination in his book and 

presentation when he asks the question, "Where were you when . . ?". 

He describes the Kennedy assassination by stating, 

That moment, that event is perhaps one of the singularly
most significant points in the history ofhuman beings. The
planet Earth "froze" emotionally on that day. That is the first
time, that around the world, hundreds of millions of people 
were simultaneously, emotionally involved in a single event.
An event so powerful, so intense, that whomever you meet for
the rest of your life, if they lived that day in time, can talk to
you in amazing detail about it. Those who lived it, experienced
it, were value impacted by it, would never forget it (p. 121). 

As noted earlier, a SEE with nationwide ramifications occurred on 

April 19, 1995 when terror struck Oklahoma City. A massive one-ton car 

bomb exploded outside the Federal building, folding concrete as easily as 

cardboard, and shredding lives and families as if they were made of 

paper. In an instant, thousands of lives were changed forever. In the days 

that followed, media coverage featured questions about the type of 

person who could have done this, and why the bomber(s) didn't have 

more respect for human life. One reporter characterized the perpetrator 

of this terror as a faceless and valueless coward. Like many Americans, I 

watched in horror as each television reporter tried to make sense of the 

devastation. One media person reporting the disaster made a comment 

that transcended the havoc. He said that children will learn values by 

watching adults and their reactions to the disaster. I could not help but 
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wonder how vital the role of the family, and more specifically the parents, 

would be to the understanding and development of the child's values. 

SEEs can be positive as well as traumatic and negative. One 

positive SEE occurred on July 20, 1969 when astronauts Neil A. 

Armstrong and Edwin E. "Buzz" Aldrin, Jr. walked on the moon for the 

first time. Armstrong, when he took his first step radioed the message to 

the world: "That's one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind." 

It was a success for the whole world; for all of humankind. Children and 

adults alike shared in the success of that first lunar step. Such a SEE 

could possibly prompt adding another line to the poem at the beginning 

of this chapter that would say, "If a child lives with successes . . . he/she 

learns to reach for the stars." 

In September, 1978, President Anwar el-Sadat of Egypt and Prime 

Minister Menachem Begin of Israel accepted the mediation of President 

Jimmy Carter at Camp David, Maryland. The result of the meeting was 

the first step toward a signed peace accord between the two nations who 

had been in a state of war since 1948 when Israel became a country. On 

March 26, 1979, Egypt and Israel signed a peace treaty to begin the 

peace process. In countries otherwise filled with conflict, bloodshed and 

war, both Egypt and Israel needed for the peace process, arising from 

this event, to work. Lives depended on it. The time had come for families 

to not live under the fear that a family member might not make it home 
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for dinner. This SEE required that a sense of trust and security be 

restored for the peoples of these two nations and surrounding nations as 

well. They needed a sense of hope for the future. The outcome from this 

event would influence the way in which children and adults alike would 

view their world. 

Another positive SEE occurred in a televised fairy tale that the 

whole world watched unfold. Prince Charles of Wales married Lady Diana 

Spencer at St. Paul's Cathedral on July 29, 1981. While many dreamed 

and reveled in the splendor, this marked a milestone in the lineage to the 

throne of England. Lady Diana Spencer was now in the line to become a 

queen. In an age where cynicism teems abundant, fairy tales can come 

true. Parents could reinforce for their children that it is okay to dream, 

dreams can come true, and perseverance pays off if you only believe. 

At the time of this writing, however, Prince Charles and Lady Diana 

have divorced. For much of the world, the divorce in 1996 is less 

significant than the wedding was for British citizens 1981. This divorce 

may prove to be a SEE larger than the wedding because of the 

disillusionment and dissatisfaction with the monarchy. A value system 

that prolongs the traditions of bloodlines and the English monarchy is 

under even more scrutiny since the divorce of Charles and Diana. 

Some SEEs are positive, others have negative consequences. Some 

are human made, and some are natural disasters (e.g., Oakland
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earthquake, Mount St. Helen's eruption). SEEs happened even as I wrote 

this thesis. During the last week of February, and the first week of 

March, 1996, two separate suicide bombings occurred in Israel. 

Some SEEs may be most meaningful to people of a particular 

region. In Oregon, the Columbus Day storm in 1962, the flood of 1964, 

and record winds and flooding of 1996 are noteworthy events. In each of 

these cases, people were left bewildered by the force of nature, and the 

destruction of life and property. A common thread appears in each of 

these events: destruction of property, loss of life, homelessness, severe 

injury, and trauma. During and after these events, children and adults 

alike asked soul searching questions such as "how did this happen?" and 

"why did this happen to me?" 

From a personal perspective, events can be either positive, 

beneficial, and uplifting (e.g., an engagement, wedding, award, 

promotion), or negative, destructive, and discouraging (e.g., death of a 

loved one, divorce, demotion, diagnosis ofa terminal disease). 

Regardless, the event will illicit some degree of communication in order to 

encourage, understand, or teach. 

My interest in children's values, how parents communicate them to 

children within the family context, and the effect of SEEs, grew out of my 

own experience and observation as a father and grandfather. In February 

1991, my grandson arrived into this world in a body that was virtually 
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perfect. Christopher, however, was born without brain activity and died 

ten hours later. Each of us, as family members, in our own way, tried to 

come to grips with the overwhelming sense of pain and loss. Family 

members with children struggled to help them make sense of, and 

answer the question "why." Each child's questions, and connection to the 

event, raised the issue of how parents communicate to and with their 

children when SEEs occur. The role of the family, and more specifically 

the parents, seemed vital to the development of the children's 

questioning, and reassessment of their values. 

Purpose of This Study 

This investigation examines the extent to which a Significant 

Emotional Event fosters communication about values, the ways in which 

parents communicate with their children about those SEEs, and the 

purposes and goals that the parents hope to accomplish through such 

communication. It seems rudimentary to the child, and his/her values, 

to both ask and have the questions of "how" and "why" answered when a 

SEE occurs. 
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Preview of Subsequent Chapters 

Chapter two reviews pertinent literature in the study of Significant 

Emotional Events, values communication, and parent-child interaction. 

Chapter three presents the methodology prescribed for this 

investigation. This chapter will discuss how the participants in the study 

were selected, the protocol (i.e., research instrument) used, the process 

by which the data were collected, and the processes used to analyze the 

data. 

The fourth chapter examines the themes that emerged in the 

interviews, and presents the results gathered as proposed by the 

research questions directing the study. 

Chapter five addresses the study's findings and conclusions. The 

fifth chapter is divided into four sections which will include: (1) briefly 

summarizes the study, (2) discusses research findings and conclusions, 

(3) addresses the limitations and generalizability of the study, and (4) 

makes suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Much of the shaping and molding of a child's values and value 

system is accomplished during the socialization process (i.e., training a 

child to become a member of society). A few of the child's socializers 

include parents, grandparents, schools, peers, and religious 

organizations. For the first several years of the child's life, he or she 

hears many messages, observes numerous behaviors, and interacts with 

countless others. It is through those messages, observations, and 

interactions that the child will begin to develop a system of values that 

will constantly influence the decisions that he or she will make. 

Over time, as the child's life progresses, new stimuli will impact 

and influence existing values and the processes by which new decisions 

are made. Some stimuli will be both significant and emotional enough to 

cause reexamination of values the child holds. Piaget (1952) suggests 

that this reexamination takes place during assimilation (i.e., 

appropriation of new experience), and accommodation (i.e., the process of 

modifying). 

As previously stated, the purpose of this investigation is to 

examine how one form of new stimuli, significant emotional events, 

fosters communication about values. This study considers how parents 

communicate with their children about those events and the purposes 
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and/or goals that the parents hope to accomplish through the 

communication. 

As a foundation for this study, this chapter reviews work related to 

values and significant emotional events. It does so in six sections. The 

first section will be devoted to key definitions pertinent to this study. 

Section two will address why values are important. The third section will 

examine how values are taught and learned. Section four addresses who 

influences values (e.g., family), and how values are communicated (i.e., 

socialization and child development). The fifth section will introduce the 

concept of Significant Emotional Events. Section six will address 

questions that remain unanswered in the literature, and will posit two 

research questions. 

Defining Values 

There is no single definition of "values." Values have been defined 

as "conceptions of desirable ends which serve as guides to action" 

(Bengston, 1975, p. 360); "a general attitude" (Rokeach, 1979, p. 272); 

"the measuring stick used to choose between alternatives" (Christensen, 

1964, p. 969); "standards of oughts and shoulds" (Rokeach, 1979, p. 

272); "an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct or end state is 

personally preferable to its opposite" (Homer, 1993, p. 345); having "to do 

with modes of conduct and end-states of existence" (Rokeach, 1970,
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p. 159); "qualities or beliefs that are desirable or worthwhile. Values are 

the products of socialization . . ." (Berns, 1985, p. 347); "the mental and 

emotional sets which aid persons in judging the relative worth or 

importance of things, ideas, or events" (Christensen, 1964, p. 969); "that 

special class of enduring beliefs concerning modes of conduct . . ." 

(Braithwaite and Law, 1985, p. 250); "our subjective reactions to the 

world around us" (Massey, 1979, p. 4); "higher-order evaluative 

standards" (Olson 86 Zanna, 1993, p. 125); "a standard employed to 

influence the values, attitudes, and actions of at least some others--our 

children's, for example" (Rokeach, 1970, p. 160); "beliefs that are 

conceptually subjective" (Triandis, 1979, p. 209); and "meanings 

perceived as related to self(Wright, 1971, p. 196). 

These definitions suggest that values are an internal yardstick by 

which we measure between choices, judge alternatives, and embrace one 

option over another. Each definition suggests a general belief or feeling 

about how events in life should be perceived. 

Regardless of the definition chosen, values permeate every area of 

human life (Homer, 1993). The standards we live by, the way we make 

choices, the meanings we assign to both self and others, and our 

behavior are influenced by our values. 
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Psychologist Milton Rokeach (1973) states that, 

A value is an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct 
or end-state of existence is personally or socially preferable 
to an opposite or converse mode of end-state of existence. A 
value system is an enduring organization of beliefs concerning 
preferable modes of conduct . . . (p. 5). 

He further states that values include processes which are "cognitive, 

affective, and behavioral" (p. 7). The cognitive component of values 

suggests that a person has either been introduced to a value, or has 

conceptualized a particular value. The cognitive, or the thought process, 

implies that once the value is conceptualized, a person will know what is 

appropriate, correct, or desired by self and others. The affective 

component construes that a person might feel emotional about the value 

(i.e., feel strongly for or against the value). The action which arises from 

the cognitive process is considered by Rokeach as the behavioral. 

Values are dynamic and constantly changing. Values and value 

systems are what Rokeach (1973) called "an enduring organization of 

beliefs" (p. 5). Value systems yield choices and modes of conduct 

according to importance (i.e., what we value most to least). Massey (1979) 

states that the value system a person embraces "automatically filter[s] 

the way we view the things around us. Your filters operate in degrees and 

shades of good/bad, right/wrong, normal/not normal, or 

acceptance/rejection" (p. 4). 
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Why Values Are Important 

Socialization is a powerful process that society uses to train its 

new members. To be more specific, socialization of the child is the means 

by which society molds, shapes, trains, and indoctrinates "good citizens." 

Respecting the rights and property of others, not causing physical harm, 

learning to obey the rules of society, and conforming to the boundaries 

set by society and its leaders, are all part of the process. Parents 

normally endeavor to teach the child moral values as well (i.e., trust, 

honesty, respect, good & bad, right & wrong), but not all societies, or 

parents, teach values to the same degree or intensity. For example, 

families with a strong religious affiliation will emphasize God-like values 

as the central theme of socializing the child. Some families will 

emphasize strict obedience, while others want the child to think for him 

or her self (i.e., autonomy). 

Dr. Charles Schaefer (1982), a clinical psychologist from The 

Children's Village in New York referred to the change in the process of 

child development toward more autonomy for the child by stating, 

"America today is facing an unprecedented moral crisis. We {American 

society} have witnessed a serious decline in moral standards . . . " 

(p. 136). He adds that our children, under the present situation cannot, 

or will not, grow up possessing values that are moral. Moral values need 

to be taught by adults (i.e., parents, family members, teachers) so that 
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children will know the difference between right and wrong (Schaefer, 

1982). 

Twelve years after Schaefer, McDowell and Hostetler (1994) call 

this generation the generation in crisis. They explain that "it is painfully 

apparent that many of our own youth have lost the ability to distinguish 

right from wrong" (p. 9). Without the ability to differentiate between right 

and wrong, the decline in moral standards that Schaefer (1982) describes 

seems possible. 

Former United States Secretary of Education William Bennett's 

(1992) position regarding societal dissatisfaction with child development 

and his perception of the moral crisis in teaching morals and values to 

children is consistent with the positions held by Rokeach and Ball-

Rokeach (1989), and Schaefer (1982). He writes: 

Nothing more powerfully determines a child's behavior than 
his internal compass, his beliefs, his sense of right and wrong. 
If a child firmly believes, if he has been taught and guided to 
believe . . . this will contribute to his own well-being and to the 
well-being of others (p. 255). 

On the other hand, if the child has not been taught, just the opposite 

would be true. Without someone (e.g., parent) teaching and 

communicating values to the child, the child matures with uncertainty 

and indecision, and with no sense of moral rightness or wrongness. 
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How Children Acquire Values 

Bennett (1992) suggests that training children to become model
 

citizens is the ultimate goal of society. However, much of American
 

society seems to be working at cross-purposes when it comes to the 

training methods used during the child's development. Corporal 

punishment (e.g., spanking) of a child is an accepted form of punishment 

for some parents, yet for others, it is considered child abuse. Promoting 

the development of the child's autonomy is important for some parents, 

while demanding strict obedience is crucial for others. 

The tension between obedience and autonomy has produced great 

amounts of conflict for some parents. Rokeach and Ball-Rokeach (1989), 

observed that there was a tremendous feeling ofdissatisfaction with the 

current trends in the socialization process by parents and child-

development professionals (i.e., scholars, social workers) in American 

society. The drive to promote more autonomy in the child has been a 

major shift away from strict obedience in the child development process. 

While some parents want their children to learn values through strict 

obedience, autonomy encourages the child to create and establish values 

for him/herself. Making either-or choices between autonomy and 

obedience establish a paradigm that is polarized rather than a model that 

is more dynamic and on a continuum rather than one more static. 

Rokeach and Ball-Rokeach further described the changes in American 
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society "as a shift away from a collective morality value orientation to a 

personal competence value orientation" (1989, p. 783). Even so, Kaplan 

(1991) suggests a movement using common sense as opposed to a 

complete shift in ideology. 

There are many problems that surround the issue of teaching of 

morals and values during a child's development. Hypocrisy and 

inconsistency are two problems that create an enigma the child may not 

be able to sort out. Dr. Janice Cohn (1996), a psychotherapist and Chief 

of Consultation at Newark Beth Israel Medical Center quotes Dr. Ervin 

Straub of the University of Massachusetts, when he said, "Children often 

draw negative interpretations from parents' [behaviors] . . . They may see 

parents as hypocrites, or as cowards. This is not only harmful for 

children's moral development but can affect their ability to trust and 

respect their mothers and fathers" (p. 53). If parents preach one value 

Sunday and live by another value during the week, children find 

disparity between the values verbalized, and the values demonstrated 

(i.e., telling the child answering the telephone to say "I am not here," 

telling the child never to cheat, lie, or steal and then boast about what 

they did not reveal on their taxes) (Curran, 1983). Massey (1979) 

suggests that many children do not possess the ability or necessary 
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understanding to procure parental values because they perceive 

hypocrisy. 

A child's acquisition of values is no simple, clear-cut affair. 
Some children lack the intelligence or attention span to 
understand moral reasoning. Sometimes, their parent's 
inconsistent behavior confuses them. For example, some 
parents may tell their children to obey the law. The same 
parents are observed by the children using a CB radio to avoid 
Smokey' on the highway, talking about cheating on income 
taxes, and smoking marijuana socially. Do as say, not as I do.'
 
Hypocrisy is the message" (p. 28).
 

Other examples would include: (1) the parent who admonishes
 

their child to never smoke because it is bad for the health, but is caught 

by that same child while in the act of "closet-smoking"; and (2) 

instructing the child to not drink, and/or drink responsibly, and then is 

either incarcerated or fined for driving under the influence. In either 

case, the parent has taught, and the child has learned. 

While inconsistency and hypocrisy appear to be two problems in 

the teaching of values, they may in fact be the result of the parent's 

values. Each of the examples just given might be considered value 

neutral. However, the messages more likely indicate values that are 

relativistic (i.e., what is all right in this instance may not be okay in that 

situation). Complete autonomy in child development, and values that are 

relativistic influence the child to create values without receiving 

direction. There is no "Truth" for the child to use as a standard. 

McDowell and Hostetler (1994) believe children are often left in a values 
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void to determine for themselves what is right and what is wrong. They 

state: 

Our youth are being educated in schools that profess to offer 
"value-free, morally neutral" education. "We cannot tell you," 
the teachers and textbooks say, "what is wrong and what is 
right. You must decide for yourselves. We can only make you 
aware of all the options (p. 13). 

Students, therefore, progress through "value-free, morally neutral" school 

systems making decisions for themselves. In the process of "[deciding] for 

[themselves]," students create value systems that are relativistic, 

untenable, and without direction. By the time a student reaches college, 

Professor Allan Bloom (1987) stated that, "There is one thing a professor 

can be absolutely certain of: almost every student entering the university 

believes, or says he [she] believes, that truth is relative" (p. 25). 

Valuing Agents 

The communication of values is accomplished for both moral 

values and competence values (Weber, 1993). Moral values are 

interpersonally based and may elicit feelings of guilt or shame for doing 

wrong. Kohlberg L., 86 Diessner (1991) suggests that moral values imply 

moral responsibility, actions, and moral character. Competence values 

on the other hand are interconnected with personal, rather than 

interpersonal, goals and focus. They are not concerned with morality, but 
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may rather elicit feelings of guilt or shame for personal deficiencies such 

as poor moral reasoning or decision making. 

Regardless of one's child rearing preference, there is consensus 

that values are important. The existence and importance of values are 

agreed upon by both the promoters of child autonomy and strict 

obedience. Experts generally agree that values pass from "A" to "B" (e.g., 

parent to child). While this appears to promote the idea that the 

influence and communication of values are somewhat linear, it excludes 

the concept that an event can be influential in the values of a child. 

In spite of their circumstance, children learn values. Duane Alwin 

from the Institute of Social Research at the University of Michigan (1984), 

suggests that if parents are not teaching values to their children, 

someone else is. Schaefer (1982) agrees: "If children don't get their values 

from their own parents, they will get them somewhere; TV, peers, radical 

religious organizations, etc." (p. 137). 

Families are the primary source of values in the life of a child. 

Parent-child interaction establishes motives, intentions, values, and 

develops socially acceptable and/or unacceptable relationships. Parents, 

as socializers, transmit values and hand down cultural customs and 

traditions (Kalish 86 Collier, 1981). Eyre and Eyre (1993) agree that the 

family is the primary source. They suggest that parents have a five year 

head start on schools, and they are, "during at least the first fourteen or 
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fifteen years of life, a drastically more influential force (both by example 

and by concept) on their children than any other person, factor, element, 

or group" (p. 24). They emphasize that the "family is the basic institution" 

and that "parents have the basic responsibility" for their children's moral 

values (p. 24). 

Socialization is vital to the values communication process. Massey 

(1979) states that the primary programming (socialization) agent is the 

family. He writes, "Historically, the family was probably far more 

important in the development of children than it is in today's world. 

However, since the family, in some form, exists for all people, it is 

universal in its importance and concern" (p. 25). 

According to Schaefer (1982), the primary responsibility for the 

communication of values to children lies squarely on the shoulders of 

parents_ However, other socializers of the child are teachers and the 

educational system. He further believes that teachers and parents need 

to be committed to moral values, and should be willing to work hand-in

hand to reinforce moral behavior, and a sense of right and wrong. 

Schaefer (1982) is explicit with what should be taught when he says, ". . . 

values that ought to be taught are the golden rule (do unto others 

as . . . ), equality (equal worth of all men [persons]), honesty, justice, 

charity, and industriousness" (p. 138). 
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Parents and teachers are not alone when it comes to values
 

communication. For example, a parent rears his or her children in a 

particular religion, and tells the child to practice the tenets of that 

religious faith in every aspect of his/her life. As students in the public 

educational system, he or she is banned from that religious expression in 

the school. Then, in the classroom, the teacher tells the child that 

praying, bible reading, and singing religious songs is okay, as long as the 

child does it quietly and discreetly so no one will find out. The parents 

say yes, the educational system says no, and the teacher says don't get 

caught. Each of these suggest a different value system. As was previously 

noted, children are forced to choose which of these to adopt as correct. 

What occurs at home and at school both influence the children's values. 

Massey (1979) says, 'everything about the educational system has 

an impact on the developing values of the young. All of the components 

of the educational system communicate values--the structure, the 

teaching techniques, the content of the materials, and the teachers and 

administrators" (p. 37). Randy Mills (1987), Assistant Professor of Social 

Sciences at Oakland City College in Indiana, suggests that a necessary 

part of the educational process is moral education. For example, there is 

often debate in communities between parents, teachers, and schools 

about which books should or should not be on the library shelves, and 

what curriculum should be used to teach the children. The parents, 
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teachers, and schools each believe they know what is best for children. If 

there is inconsistency in the moral education presented, children must 

autonomously decide which is best. 

It is impossible for the educational system not to reflect value 

systems. Massey (1979) says, 

The 'content' of educational materials strongly but subtly 
programs values. One of the major ways to explore the values 
of a society is to look at its school books for the young. The 
contents are rigidly standardized to mirror adult prejudices. 
The lessons are carefully selected to mold children into the 
kinds of citizens they 'ought' to be" (p. 39). 

While the primary responsibility for the communication of values 

to children lies squarely on the shoulders of parents, it seems obvious 

that they are not the only influence on the values of the child. There are 

many other socializers of the child besides parents. Other influences on 

the values of the child are grandparents, siblings, friends and peers, 

teachers, the educational system, religious affiliations, music, videos and 

television. While each of these communicate values to the child, how they 

communicate values occurs may differ. 

Noted author, Dr. Benjamin Spock (1996) writes that schools and 

teachers play a influential role in the formulation of values in children, 

but first and foremost, children are an fundamental part of the family. 

While the family cannot instill values alone, he states that it is crucial to 

for the family to take a primary role and set good examples. 
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Massey (1979) suggests that significant emotional events have a 

tremendous amount of impact as well. An adult's behavior and language 

during and after a significant emotional event occurs influences how a 

child perceives "correct behavior? For example, if children hears 

criticism and ridicule, or hears praise and encouragement, they will 

believe that is a correct way to respond. Also, if children observe hostility, 

intolerance, acceptance, and approval, they will accept that as acceptable 

behavior. 

In early work on values, sociologist Becker (1950) suggested that 

adults create symbols to help them make sense of the world in which 

they live. The values that a person embraces, have a direct influence on 

those symbols. In the Handbook of Marriage and the Family, Harold 

Christensen (1964), states that, "the mental and emotional sets which 

aid persons in judging the relative worth or importance of things, ideas, 

or events" might be categorized as either good and bad, right and wrong, 

proper and improper, holy and profane, or blessed and cursed (p. 969). 

Eyre and Eyre (1993) assert that, "we should teach values to our children 

because it is the most significant and effective thing we can do for their 

happiness" (p. 20). They go on to say that the most effective presentation 

of values to children is through example, and that "what we do always 

overwhelms and overshadows and outteaches what we say" (p. 31). 

Therefore, the creation of values within children, through example and 
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other means, and the symbolization used by parents to help make sense
 

of the events, also help children decide the worth of the value. 

As I have noted earlier, there are several factors influential in the 

communication of values during the socialization process, but the 

primary charge is parents and family. According to Alan Wolfe lt (1983), 

much of what a child knows, and his or her ability to cope with life is 

learned from the family. He further suggests that a child will learn more 

effectively when his or her questions are answered honestly in an open 

and caring environment. While the child may not have the ability to 

grasp all he/she is hearing, the positive interaction is beneficial to the 

development process. Often, the environment and the process (i.e., how 

adults respond) will yield as much about values as the question the child 

has, or the answers given. 

The significance of the family as the child's core socializing agent is 

evident throughout the literature on values. While researchers have 

noted this point for years, in different ways, they conclude that the 

majority of the responsibility lies squarely on the shoulder of the family. 

Becker (1950) suggested that the family is faced with the responsibility of 

balancing between "sacralizing," and "secularizing" the values 

transmitted to a child. Christensen (1964) stated that, ". . . the family is 

society's chief socializing agent: by internalizing group norms within the 

personalities of the young, it provides a necessary amount of value 
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continuity from generation to generation. The family is society's most 

important conveyor of values" (p. 985). He added that the family is the 

core of human community, and that it has an awesome responsibility 

when it comes to children. The values families transmit to their children 

will be either acceptable socially, or antisocial. Consequently, the values 

they transmit to their children will affect the values those children pass 

on to the next generation (Christensen, 1964). Bengston (1975) agrees 

when he says, ". . . socialization of values is a family function" (p. 358). 

McDowell and Hostetler (1994) state that the parents have a 

primary responsibility when it comes to communicating values to 

children, and add that parents have a right to be concerned with the 

bombardment of other values from external forces. They state that for 

most parents, 

Your number one fear these days is that you will not be able 
to pass your values on to the next generation. You fear the 
influence of the public school system; you dread the potency 
of peer pressure; you worry about the effects of MTV and the 
media; you tremble at the potential impact of a culture that 
seems to be blowing up in your face (p. 7). 

Values and value systems are communicated and transmitted 

initially during the developmental stages of childhood by parents, 

grandparents, peers, television, teachers, and other outside influences. It 

is during this period of socialization that the child learns values, societal 

norms, and correct behaviors. However, significant emotional events can 
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cause the child to examine, reassess and possibly change those values, 

norms, and behaviors. 

Significant Emotional Events 

Massey (1979) states that when an individual experiences what 

might be called a Significant Emotional Event, the potential for a change 

in values is likely. "Such events are so mentally arresting that they force 

individuals to closely and critically examine their original values" (p. 8). 

"The common denominator of significant emotional events," 

Massey (1979) explains, " is a challenge and a disruption to our present 

behavior patterns and beliefs" (p. 18). Schaefer (1982) agrees, and 

suggests that parents should make significant emotional events a topic of 

discussion by which the communication of values might occur. He 

asserts that on a regular basis, and particularly when significant events 

occur, parents should demonstrate a willingness to incorporate values 

into discussions. 

Because it was so traumatic, significant, and mentally arresting, 

the Oklahoma City bombing on April 19, 1995 is a good example of a 

significant emotional event. Professors and researchers Cynthia Hoffner 

and Margaret Haefner (1994) provide additional illustrations in a study 

they conducted into the effects of news events on children: specifically 

the Gulf War, the assassination of President Kennedy, the explosion of 



32 

the space shuttle Challenger, and the Three Mile Island nuclear accident. 

The interviewers showed news clips to young children, and then asked 

for responses. Hoffner and Haefner stated that "the children did not 

appear to have difficulty recalling their reactions" (p. 202). 

According to Roberta Berns (1985), the moral development of 

children is greatly impacted by significant emotional events. She suggests 

that parents should discuss issues openly with their children. Curran 

(1983) stresses that the mark of a healthy family is that parents are not 

afraid to spend time talking to their children about significant issues that 

have moral implications. 

When significant emotional events occur, children should have a 

sense that parents and family are a source of understanding and 

comfort. Children expect honesty and trust from parents, but will 

examine both the message and the messenger during traumatic times. 

During SEEs, children will expect truth in the message, and trust the 

messenger to be honest. In an interview with Dr. Cohn, Grollman (1991) 

adds that parents should be careful to not communicate something to a 

child that will later need to be unlearned. Damage and harm are always 

created when the truth and reality are distorted. 

Parental interaction with his or her children is crucial to their 

development. While every day of the week might not offer a SEE to 

discuss, there are many smaller events that offers opportunity for 
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children to learn. Parents should seize these occasions, significant or 

not, for a parent-child learning interaction. Each learning experience 

affords a chance for children to gain important morals and values. 

Schaefer (1982) promotes an identical notion by stating that parents 

should, "engage . . . children in discussions about the moral implications 

of everyday {and significant} events such as politicians accepting payoffs 

for their services, or people starving in refugee camps. Such discussion 

helps children think about and participate in real life moral decisions" 

(p. 140). 

Therefore, the standards we live by, the methods by which we 

make choices, and the processes by which we assign meanings are all 

vitally important to the valuing process. The child learns many values 

through the interaction and observation of parents, grandparents, peers, 

and other outside influences. However, the opportunity to communicate 

with the child during, and/or after, an event that is significant is the 

focus herein. Whether it be the birth of a sibling, death of another family 

member, a Kennedy assassination, a Royal wedding, an Oklahoma City 

bombing, or an astronaut landing on the moon, the timing is opportune 

for a parent to give explanation, and discuss values. 

Significant Emotional Events afford parents the opportunity to 

interact with their children about morals, beliefs, and values. The focus 

of the SEE is not as important as what can be gained through discussion 
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and communication between parents and their children. Children need 

parents to interact with them as a necessary and normal course of life, 

but especially when SEEs occur. 

Children are exposed to a barrage every day of both negative 

(e.g., murder, hijacking, robbery, kidnapping, rape, arson) and positive 

(e.g., heroic acts, international treaties, teacher of the year awards, space 

shuttle flights) SEEs in the media and need parents to help them 

understand what these events mean. Making sense of life, and developing 

values can be made richer and more fulfilling when parents take 

advantage of these SEEs. Parents need to have a clear sense of how these 

interactions should take place, as well as, a definitive purpose or goal for 

the communication. 

Questions Emerging from the Literature 

The literature presents many different definitions and theories 

about values, value systems, socialization, and the family as the primary 

source of values for children. Much of the literature even points to the 

significance of parents having continuous interaction with their children. 

SEEs such as the Kennedy assassination and the Oklahoma City 

bombing were used in specific journals, books, and articles to assess 

reactions of children. 
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The purpose of this study is not to challenge the theories or essays 

written about values. However, the literature did not offer extensive 

research or suggestion about how the interaction should be initiated, or 

how parents should communicate with their children when SEEs occur. 

Nor did it present any detailed narratives or models to explain the 

specific purposes and goals parents might have for interacting with their 

children. 

Therefore, three questions emerged while reviewing the literature 

on values. They are: (1) How do parents communicate with their children 

after a significant emotional event has taken place?, (2) What is the 

purposes or goals parents have when talking with their children?, and (3) 

What values do parents communicate to their children? 

How parents communicate with their children does not seem to 

have a clear or uniform answer. The first question is passed over in the 

literature. Schaefer (1982) suggests that SEEs present a golden 

opportunity for parents to communicate values, but does not specifically 

give guidelines for how it should be accomplished. Berns (1985) concurs 

and adds that parents should discuss moral issues openly. While all 

seem to agree that SEEs provide the opportunity, none of the literature 

on values specifically addresses what the conversations should entail 

These gaps in the literature create a dilemma for children with 

overlapping environments. For example, two children from two separate 
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families learn about a SEE that is close to both of them, as well as their 

families. Both children observe their parents' communication about the 

event, and their subsequent reactions. From their observations, each 

child perceives and learns something from their parents. Then, in turn, 

they visit each other's house, and observe the communication and 

reactions of the other's parents. Each child has now been influenced in 

some way by the event, their parents, the friend, and their friend's 

parents. 

Research Questions 

I would like to explore the communication of values to children 

through a significant emotional event by using an actual event, and the 

rhetoric about the event that is used by parents to communicate with 

their children. 

RQ1: How do parents communicate with their children when a 
Significant Emotional Event occurs? 

The literature on values describes and promotes the concept that 

communication between parents and their children should be an ongoing 

process (i.e., Bennett, 1992; Berns, 1985; McDowell & Hostetler, 1994; & 

Schaefer, 1982). When a significant emotional event occurs, parents 

should be ready and willing to openly and honestly address issues that 

are morally value laden, as well as, right and wrong (McDowell & 
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Hostetler, 1994). Eyre and Eyre (1993) protest emphatically the concept 

of "permissive parenting," which is the "idea of avoiding the teaching of 

moral values until children are 'old enough to choose their own values 

system"' (p.21-22). They believe that parents should be open, honest, and 

up-front with their children. 

RQ2: For what purpose do parents communicate with their children 
when Significant Emotional Events occur? 

Massey (1979) explains that significant emotional events are the 

perfect opportunity for parents to discuss issues that will shape the 

morals and values of the child. Many parents normally have some picture 

of what they would like for their child to become, and will take whatever 

circumstance available to mold and shape them into "good citizens." 

Eyre and Eyre (1993) maintain that the purpose for a parent-child 

dialogue should be very clear. "We should teach values to our children 

because it is the most significant and effective thing we can do for their 

happiness" (p. 20). 

RQ3: What values do parents communicate to their children? 

Eyre and Eyre (1993) suggest that parents have specific values that 

they want their children to learn. These values may not be consistent 

with the values that were taught to them by their parents, but are 

nonetheless, the values they hold and wish to teach. They state that 

parents need to "Think in terms of what [they] now believe to be good 
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values and in terms of what values [they] feel will enhance and bring joy 

to the lives of [their] children" (p. 26). 

Spock (1996) maintains that a children's values need to be taught 

and reinforced by the specific teachings of parents. Parents should 

determine the values they want to teach their children, and their 

"teaching needs to be positive and realistic, not disapproving or 

threatening, and is best delivered by example . . ." (p. 123). 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

This investigation examines the communication between parents 

and their children when Significant Emotional Events (SEEs) occur, and 

the extent to which values are included in that conversation. Interviews 

were conducted to elicit parents' recollection of the communicative 

interaction that developed with their children after a SEE had occurred, 

and their goals concerning that interaction. Each participant was asked 

to describe the communication from his or her perspective. Because of 

the nature of the subject matter, only the parents were interviewed. 

The Event 

For the purpose of this study, the research needed to be focused on 

an event which would be influential enough to challenge a person's 

values, and traumatic enough to prompt parents to communicate with 

their children. The selection of the event occurred through a process of 

elimination. Several events were considered: (1) the Oklahoma City 

bombing, (2) an automobile accident in a small mid-Willamette Valley 

town that resulted in the deaths of several teenagers, (3) a case of arson 

that destroyed a church in a neighboring city, and (4) a fatal stabbing of 

a woman by her daughter. 
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Because of the proximity of the event, the time elapsed since the 

occurrence, and the availability of family members directly affected, the 

Oklahoma City bombing was not considered as a viable option. An 

important factor in the choice of events to study was Massey's suggestion 

noted in the literature review that the death of a child, death of a family 

member, or a traumatic crisis that claims the lives of hundreds were all 

SEEs. The event which appeared to meet the criteria the most effectively 

was the stabbing incident. 

During the summer of 1995, an otherwise normal, thirty-eight year 

old, happily married mother of four, shocked and stunned her 

community, church, friends, and family when she used a butcher knife 

to stab her sixty-three year old mother to death. Her four children, whose 

ages ranged between ten and two at the time, were all present in the 

home when the event occurred. Everyone with any connection to the 

family was trying to make sense of the event. The impact of the event 

necessitated communication between the parents and children of families 

who were close to the family and other members of the local 

community. 

Participants 

Participants in this study were seven parents from families for 

whom the stabbing was a significant emotional event, but did not include 
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members of the assailant's family. This event was significant because of 

the close proximity and emotional ties to the family (i.e, circle of friends), 

or their association within a local church. Each of the seven participants 

emerged as a result of an initial contact by the researcher with the 

minister of the local church. The purpose for the meeting with the 

minister was to discuss: (1) the appropriateness of study, and (2) to gain 

approval to interview members of the church. After this meeting, the 

minister wholeheartedly endorsed the project, and made the initial 

contact with the husband of the woman who stabbed her mother. 

Through this contact, the husband contacted the first person to be 

interviewed. Upon completion of the first interview, a referral was made 

by that participant for another. The next six interviews were a chain of 

referrals. 

Research Instrument 

Participants were interviewed using an interview protocol that 

consisted of twelve open-ended questions. The purpose was to elicit 

narratives from the interviewees about their experiences and perceptions 

concerning their communication with their children about the SEE. Each 

question was formulated to ask for participants to respond in their own 

words. A copy of the protocol is in Appendix A. 
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In addition to the open-ended questions, the interview protocol 

asked the participants for demographic information pertaining to their 

family (i.e., names, ages, marital status, profession, time in local 

community). The interviews ranged from 27 53 minutes in duration. 

The interview protocol was developed with the communication between 

parents and their children as a focal point. Questions were constructed 

to elicit the participants' recollection of the communication with their 

children about this event. After conferring with peers and colleagues 

about the direction of the questions in the protocol, it was submitted to 

the Human Subjects Committee at Oregon State University. A copy of the 

Approval Form is in Appendix B. 

The interviews were audio-taped with each of the participant's 

verbal and written permission. I transcribed each of the interviews 

personally, and then rechecked them for accuracy. A copy of the Consent 

Form is in Appendix C. 

Analysis of Data 

When transcription was completed, each transcript was handled 

according to the procedure set forth by Richard Lanigan (1988) in his 

book Phenomenology of Communication. Lanigan suggests that life-

history interviews should be analyzed by reading and examining the 

interviews three times. The first reading was conducted to gain a general 
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sense of the communication which had taken place. The second reading 

sought to find major issues that surfaced. The third reading searched for 

emerging themes and key-words. Each of the major issues and themes 

were sorted and clustered according to key terms and revelatory phrases 

(i.e., value laden), and communication descriptions (i.e., when, where, 

who initiated, questions). 
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Chapter Four. Results 

The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which a 

Significant Emotional Event fosters communication about values, the 

ways in which parents communicate with their children about a SEE, 

and the goals that the parents hope to accomplish through that 

communication. In order to examine SEE communication between 

parents and their children, data were collected through audio-taped 

interviews with parents. The protocol for these interviews appears in 

Appendix A. 

My purpose as a researcher was to ask questions that would solicit 

open, honest responses. The responses about the participants interaction 

with their children produced one hundred fifty-three pages of transcribed 

material. The interview responses were sorted and organized generally 

according to the research questions (see Chapter 2), and then more 

specifically, according to themes that emerged from the interview data. 

This chapter provides a description of the responses according to those 

themes. For the purpose of description and clarification, I used the 

participants' own words as often as possible without divulging their 

identity. 

This chapter is divided into three sections. Section one describes 

how the parents learned about the SEE. The way in which each parent 
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found out about the SEE set the stage for the communication he or she 

had with his or her children. Section two is divided into subsections 

which include: (1) the engagement of the situation, (2) who initiated the 

conversation about the SEE, and (3) modeling openness, honesty, and 

trust. These subsections furnish a general tenor about the process which 

took place when the participants describe how the conversation came 

about. 

The third section describes the purposes and goals the parents 

held when talking with their children. This section is divided into five 

subsections according to the issues emerging from the interviews. They 

include: (1) sickness and mental illness, (2) honesty and trust, (3) 

teleological concerns, (4) sympathy and understanding, and (5) right and 

wrong, good and bad. 

How Parents Learned about the SEE 

During the interview process, as well as from the interview 

transcriptions, the manner in which parents learned about the event 

became clear. Some of the participants were a part of a group that was 

formed during the mid-eighties as a result of a class they were attending 

on child birth. The purposes of the group were both mutual support and 

recreational activities. At the time of the interviews, the group was still 

functioning, but primarily for the purpose of fellowship. 
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The interviewees who were connected to the family through the 

group, or those who had other intimate ties, knew about the event within 

hours. The most immediate knowledge of the event was from two of the 

group members who were employees of the local hospital, and were on 

duty when the victim was brought to the emergency room. Other 

members of the group were then contacted via telephone. Participants 

who were not intimately connected to the family, but whose children 

attended school with the family's children, and those who attended the 

local church with the family, either read about the event in the local 

newspaper the following day, or were called by others. 

Parents Communicating with their Children: Themes 

There are several issues which emerged from examining the 

interview responses. This section reports the engagement of the 

situation. These issues include when the parents communicated with 

their children about the SEE, who initiated the conversation about the 

SEE, and the subject of openness and honesty during the 

communication. The themes that emerged about openness and honesty 

focused directly on the parent. On the other hand, when the focus 

changed to the child, when the conversation took place appeared to be 

more important. The parents who were interviewed focused on what they 
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considered best for the child when to have the conversation about the 

SEE. 

In chapter two, I suggested that values are an internal yardstick by 

which we measure between choices, judge alternatives, and embrace one 

option over another. When the focus was on the parent's openness and 

honesty, or the best time to confront the child, the parents' were drawing 

upon their own values to make choices. 

Engaging the Situation 

Throughout the interview process, the participants seemed 

particularly absorbed and concerned about the sequence of events 

surrounding the SEE (i.e., what happened first, second, third), and how 

to prepare for the ensuing conversation. During the interviews the 

participants often reverted back to what Paml (assailant) was doing 

during the days surrounding the SEE, who she had called, and where 

she went. 

During the interviews, many of the parents reported that once they 

had learned about the event, deciding how to interact with their children 

became a major issue. The responses ranged on a continuum from not 

telling the children, to telling them immediately. Others, who either 

I Not the participant's real name. All participants' names are pseudonyms. 
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waited to long to tell their children and those who did not want their 

children to know, wished the children had not learned about the SEE 

from other sources. For example, Derek reported that "The day was 

traumatic. I was just winging it (conversation with the kids). I wish they 

hadn't found out accidentally I would have like to have told them"2 

(96-01). Because Derek did not initially inform the children, Drake, 

Elizabeth and Rebecca,3 he did not have the option of choosing when the 

conversation would take place, or the ability to plan ahead were afforded. 

Some parents put off the interaction until they could get help from 

others and plan the conversation. Judy and her husband Fred explained 

to their children Tamara, Melanie, and Jonathan that "a terrible thing 

has happened, and we aren't ready to talk to you about it now, we want 

to talk to some other people first and see how we should tell you" (96-02). 

They not only conferred with each other for several days, but sought 

advice from friends and relatives closely related to the SEE, as well as a 

professional counselor. Their questions during this advice seeking time 

included: "how are we going to tell them?" and "How do you tell next time 

when you go to this other friend's house that their parents are okay? We 

knew we had to tell them . . ." During this period of time, their children 

found out another way. Judy added, "My kids saw all of this [over the 

When quoting verbatim statements from the participants' transcripts, the interview number
appears in parentheses. 

To protect the families anonymity, the specific ages of the children have been eliminated. All of
the children in this study are elementary and preschool children between the age of 10 and 2. 
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weekend] . . . the newspaper came out and I didn't want the kids to see 

that, to find out that way? Judy and Fred never disputed whether the 

conversation would take place. The question for them was how. ". . . We 

knew we had to tell them, we knew we wanted to be honest with them, 

but we weren't sure that we were ready to say." 

The time spent gathering information from friends, relatives, and 

professionals, while potentially helpful, postponed when the interaction 

actually took place with the children. For Hildebrand (1994), this 

"behind-the-scenes work and planning" is a part of indirect guidance 

(p. 27). The time spent planning and becoming prepared afforded the 

children the time and opportunity to find out about the SEE through 

other means. 

When I asked Suzy and Harry how they had talked to their child, 

Suzy said, "I came home from work that night and I was very upset, and 

came home and woke Rose up and told her what happened. I 

was at work. [I was] sitting around the dinner table at the hospital, and a 

nurse from the emergency room was there and talked about a patient 

[that had come] through the ER that had been stabbed by her daughter, 

and died in surgery" (96-04). For Suzy, the need for expedience 

outweighed any desire for planning. Suzy needed someone to talk to and 

she felt that by talking to Rose, she would not only help unburden her 
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own feelings, but also let the daughter know about the SEE at the same 

time. 

Paul and Lisa both waited until they were prepared for the 

conversation they had with their children, Matt and Mark, because they 

were unsure about how to communicate with their children about the 

SEE. They were also concerned for themselves. Agreement on "how" was 

a difficult thing for them initially. According to Lisa, "Paul didn't seem to 

think . . . that the kids really needed to know about it." Paul agreed by 

stating that, "they really just don't need to know" (96-05). 

Paul and Lisa held different beliefs about what should be told to 

their children. Each was making a judgment about how this SEE should 

be perceived and shared with the children. In spite of their disagreement, 

Lisa was somewhat concerned with Matt and Mark's response if she and 

Paul did not tell them. "I basically just didn't want them to find out at 

school, and think that their parents didn't know how to talk to them." 

Lisa did not feel that she could do it herself, but wanted Paul to sit them 

down in the family room and tell the boys. She preferred to take the role 

of spectator. When the conversation finally did take place, Paul quietly 

discussed the SEE with their children. Several days passed and by the 

time they sat down for this conversation, Matt and Mark already knew 

about the SEE through friends. Paul indicated it was more like doing 
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"damage control. I think they unfortunately heard it probably in the 

worst way they could have." 

Because of the nature of this SEE, some parents indicated during 

the interview that they had great anxiety about discussing the event with 

their children. During the interview with Alan and Shelly, Alan said he 

had always viewed their children, Michael and Roland, as carefree and 

without worry. Consequently, there was no reason to either talk about 

the SEE or try to explain something his children wouldn't understand 

anyway. For Alan, the conversation did not need to take place at all. 

Another interviewee, Marie, talked about how she communicated 

with her children about the SEE. Her comments revealed the nature of 

the relationship she has with her five children. She said she does not 

spend a lot of time communicating with her children except in an 

authoritative parental role. However, when events occur that are really 

traumatic for her, she becomes depressed and withdrawn. 

" . . . whatever I'm feeling, and they're questioning me . . . I just tell 

them." She added, "I have a couple books that I've read to them . . . I was 

thinking about that. One is called Life Time, and it just talks about life 

and death, and also . . . Always Love You. I read those to them right 

after . . . you know . . . when I came home, I was a wreck" (96-07). 

Each of the participants focused on openness and honesty when 

questioned about how they communicated with their child about the 
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SEE. Issues of time and the need for the parents to be prepared, 

although offered in a myriad of forms, were dominant in all of the 

interviews. While some of the participants adhered to what Hildebrand 

(1994) would refer to as indirect guidance, others did not. 

How parents communicated with their children when this SEE 

occurred varied in form, although there were similarities in their 

responses. For example, parents similarly struggled deciding when and 

how to tell their children about the SEE. Most parents believed they 

should talk to their children, but the timing for the interaction was a 

problem. Some of the parents wanted to be prepared ahead of time while 

others just blurted out what they knew about the SEE. Many wanted 

their children to learn about the SEE from them, but their children had 

found out elsewhere. Understanding that a parent wants to interact with 

his or her children does not mean the parent is automatically the 

initiator of the conversation. 

Initiation of the Conversation 

When parents were asked who initiated the conversation about the 

SEE between parents and their children, their answers were often riddled 

with anxiety. In fact, some parents had such difficulty with telling the 

children that they either went outside the home for help, or simply 

allowed their spouse to manage the conversation. 
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Parents who took responsibility for the SEE conversation exhibited 

the most anxiety. Derek, for example, noted that he handled the SEE talk 

in his family. "It was just kind of thrust upon me" (96-01). Derek would 

have preferred to have time to prepare for the conversation, or not to 

have addressed the SEE at all. For some parents the answer was difficult 

to verbalize 

Michelle and Glen postponed the time for, and the initiation of the 

conversation, because their children Wesley and June, were both too 

young to read about it in the newspaper, and would not have contact 

with anyone involved with the SEE for several months. They decided that 

the children would learn about the SEE from them when they deemed it 

necessary. Postponing the conversation seemed a viable option. When 

asked who initiated the conversation, Michelle stated, "I did, but I waited. 

It was in the summer, so I waited until just before school started" 

(96-03). 

Confronting the children with the details of the SEE was a point of 

contention between some parents in this study. Lisa noted that "We 

couldn't agree on how to tell them initially. My husband did" (96-05). The 

responsibility of initiating the conversation, as well as the ensuing 

conversation, was therefore, left to the other spouse. 

Hildebrand's (1994) concept of indirect guidance encompasses the 

ability to plan ahead. When a SEE occurs and there does not seem to be 
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time for planning, parents will often either defer to another, or wait for 

the subject to be broached by the child. Even seeking guidance from 

others, as Alan (96-06) did, is an option. While one parent sought advice 

from his mother, another parent was too distraught. For example, Marie, 

who was very moved by the SEE, said, "I was an emotional wreck. I 

think they [her children] asked me why and I just told them" (96-07). 

When Judy was asked who initiated the conversation about the SEE, the 

response was, "They just knew. My daughter saw the newspaper . . . it 

just kind of came up" (96-02). 

Across the families interviewed, both parents and children initiated 

the interaction regarding the SEE. Whether parents discussed the SEE 

immediately, or did so after planning or delaying the interaction, all of 

the families that were interviewed had talked about the SEE. 

Modeling Openness, Honesty, and Trust 

When discussing parent-child communication about the SEE, each 

of the interviewees noted of the importance of openness, honesty, and 

trust. Parents explained that for their children to be able to trust them, 

they needed to model honesty for their children consistently. Parents 

wanted their children to be able to trust them, and explained that 

honesty was the best way that the goal could be attained. 
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Participants gave different reasons for focusing on honesty and 

trust, and accentuated in the interviews that they always tried to be 

honest and truthful with their children. The interviewees stressed that 

while the events of life change daily, it was necessary for the way 

communication took place between them and their children to stay the 

same. Honesty and trust for these participants was always considered to 

be important. Samples of the participants responses are shown in Figure 

4.1. 



Responses #
 

Suggested by Others 96-02
 

Personal Style 96-03 

Reciprocity 96-04 

This SEE 96-06 

Examples of Responses 

The counselor suggested just that we be honest and up front with
them, not to hide anything. I guess that's what I felt, but I honestly
still don't have any answers 

My intent is always be as absolutely . . . as honest as I possibly
can with any question that they ask . . . whether it's something
that's easy . . . 

She had some questions about what would happen to Pam, and . . 

those I just answered factfully. I was just real open with her about
what was going on. Communication was really what I wanted to
keep up on . . . if she had any questions, I wanted her to ask me. 
I really wanted there to be open communication about what had 
happened. 

The basic strategy was simply to answer them as best and most 
honestly, in terms that they could understand, and comprehend. 

Figure 4.1 Sample responses about Modeling Openness, Honesty, and Trust
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Why Parents Communicate with Their Children
 

When participants talked about their purposes and goals for 

communicating with their child about the SEE, their comments were 

often very emotional, reflecting the anxiety of the event. Their remarks 

about conversational goals revealed a number of themes: sickness and 

mental illness, honesty and trust, teleological issues, sympathy and 

understanding, and right and wrong, good and bad. 

Each of the themes emerging from the interview transcripts seem 

to indicate the values of the parents and the choices that they make. 

Massey (1979) states that the value system people embrace 

"automatically filter[s] the way we view the things around us" (p. 4). The 

personal filters and view points parents embraced helped to determine 

the breadth and depth of the interaction with their children. 

Furthermore, Rokeach's (1973) work on the cognitive component of 

values suggests that a person who has been introduced to a value will 

know what is appropriate, correct, or desired by self and others when the 

value is conceptualized,. Rokeach notes that values have both cognitive 

and affective dimensions. Like the cognitive, the affective component 

guides judgment of appropriate and inappropriate behavior. For each of 

the themes emerging from the transcripts, there is a sense of what the 

parents believe to be important, the need that they have for 
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communicating with their children, and what each hopes the child will 

gain from the interaction. 

Sickness and Mental Illness 

For children, trying to make sense of the things occurring in their 

environment is often a difficult task. "If it happened to their' mommy, 

can it happen to mine?", or "Will this happen to me someday?" As noted 

earlier, many of the responses about "how" the conversation took place 

were for the benefit of both parent and child. The primary purpose, 

however, was more child-directed. It was not only important for the 

parents to be perceived as honest and forthright to their children about 

the SEE, but important to the parents that their children learn and 

understand what was taking place. Statements about purposes and goals 

often appear as excuses for Pam rather than explanations about the 

SEE. At times, the explanations took the place of the excuses 

(rationalizations) for Pam in the interactions about the SEE. At other 

times they seem to be a combination of both rationalization and 

explanation. 

For example, when Derek told Drake that Pam (assailant) was 

sick, Drake wanted to know what [Pam] had done to get sick. Derek said 

that "she just got sick, she didn't necessarily do anything to get sick" 
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(96-01). However, the conversation seemed to move toward making 

excuses for Pam as Derek's conversation with his son proceeded. While 

the purpose here was to let Drake know that when Pam killed her 

mother, she was not responsible and that her actions were out of her 

control, the response seemed to encourage another. Drake asked, "If 

she's sick, why isn't she in the hospital? Why is she in jail?" Derek said 

he had no answer for his son, but tried to help Drake understand with 

statements like, "[she) was definitely not herself when this happened;" 

"She is not responsible . . .;" "She was not really thinking straight;" "It's 

a n illness . . .;" "people are sick when they do this;" "[Pam} was sick . . . 

she wasn't in control . . . she wasn't thinking about what she was doing;" 

"she didn't really mean to do that;" and "she wasn't thinking straight." 

Derek said he wanted Drake to understand that people become mentally 

ill and are not responsible for the things they do. 

Samples of parent's statements about mental illness appear in 

Figure 4.2. The responses include value laden messages as they reveal 

similar purposes (i.e, beliefs about how events should be perceived). The 

parents remind their children that the person committing this heinous 

act was someone close to the family, and that Pam's actions occurred as 

a result of becoming mentally ill. She was not bad; it was not her fault. 



#	 Examples of Responses
 

96-01	 [She] was definitely not herself when this happened 
She is not responsible . . . she was not really thinking straight 
People are sick when they do this 
. . . she wasn't in control . . . she wasn't thinking about what she was doing
She wasn't thinking straight 

96-02	 Sometimes people just break or snap. 
She looks normal 
She has this problem 
People don't have control 

96-03	 She was ill . . . Pam had become seriously ill very suddenly
She was sick 

96-04	 I wanted her to understand that Pam was seriously ill 
[She had] done something just totally out of character 
Mental illness can hit anybody, any time, and that it is illness. It's not evil . . . . 

Mental illness is not to be feared and looked down on 
Pam was not in control of what she did. 

96-06	 Pam was very, very sick, and that she had kind of lost control of her mind 
. . . this is a mental illness . . . that was not a contagious kind of thing 

Figure 4.2 Sample responses about What is Mental Illness? 
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When parents explained what mental illness is, their children 

asked "How does a person become mentally ill?" Some of the parents 

wanted to make sure their children understood that mental illness was 

not something a person catches like a cold, but that it is an illness 

beyond the control of the individual. The questions that the children 

were asking suggested that they wanted know if it could happen to 

anybody. The meaning parents attributed to how a person becomes 

mentally ill and to Pam's actions are a result of their beliefs and 

values--mental illness is not contagious. 

Children's questions during SEE discussion often helped parents 

answer their children's concerns. Children wanted to know if their 

parents would become mentally ill. Parents tried to assure their children 

that it would not happen to them. 

Parents also talked about the difference between mental illness 

and anger. Parents needed to assure their children that mental illness 

and anger were not synonymous; that anger did not mean someone was 

going to become mentally ill and lose control. 

The parents' communication with their children about mental 

illness and how someone becomes mentally ill reflected their value 

system. In other words, the way parents felt about Pam, mental illness, 

and the SEE itself, influenced their interaction with their children. 



62 

The children received responses about what mental illness is that 

included "sick," "ill," "seriously ill," "it is an illness," and "very, very sick" 

(Figure 4.2). When the children asked how someone gets this sickness or 

illness called mental illness, they were told that they "just got sick," 

"became seriously ill," "can hit anybody, any time," and "lost control." 

Figure 4.3 includes samples of statements that participants made to 

their child about how a person becomes mentally ill. 

Children's questions about mental illness and how a person 

becomes mentally ill are common. Cohn (1996), for example, relates a 

narrative that is similar in nature to this SEE (i.e., brutal death) to 

explain how community leaders, teachers, and parents communicate 

with their children. 

"He was a very sick man," the adults said. "This is a 
terrible tragic thing that happened. But such things are very
rare. You will be safe. We will protect you." 

The children listened but couldn't be totally reassured.
How could they be sure such a thing wouldn't happen again. 

A few weeks later came Oklahoma City. 



#	 Examples of Responses 

96-01	 She just got sick, she didn't necessarily do anything to get sick 

96-02	 Sometimes people just break or snap. 

96-03	 Pam had become seriously ill very suddenly 
He'd have no concept whatsoever of mental illness 

96-04	 Pam became seriously ill 
I didn't want her to worry that I would do something similar, or that others that she 
trusts would have similar breakdown. 
One of the big things is that mental illness can hit anybody, any time
It wasn't her fault 
Pam was not in control of what she did 

96-06	 She had kind of lost control of her mind 
. . . this is a mental illness . . . that was not a contagious kind of thing. 
This wasn't something that would happen to you 

Figure 4.3 Sample responses about: How do you become Mentally Ill? 
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Honesty and Trust
 

As previously noted, parents described the need to be honest and 

forthright with their children. The themes of honesty and trust emerged 

again when discussing what parents hoped to accomplish through the 

interaction about the SEE. Parents comments implied that values of 

being honest and trusting were important. 

When Don told his children that "adults aren't to be just blindly 

trusted," he wanted his children to know that some adults are not 

necessarily honest and trustworthy (96-07). In that statement, Don sent 

an important message to his children about trust. Lisa countered his 

statement by adding that Pam was a friend and should be trusted. She 

believed that whatever she told the children would be considered 

believable; they could trust what she said. When parents send mixed 

messages, their children are forced to decide who is right and who is 

wrong. 

Suzy (96-04) seemed even more focused on who could or could not 

be trusted when she told her child "You can't trust everybody." However, 

she thought it was important to instill honesty and trust through her 

example and hoped Rose would reciprocate with honesty and trust. Suzy 

believed that she should be honest, and Rose should be honest in return. 

When asked in the interview what goal(s) she hoped to achieve through 

interaction with her daughter, Suzy stated "I have to be able to trust 
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what she says, and I think she has to be able to trust what I say." Suzy 

believed that being honest with her children about the SEE was an 

opportunity to represent this value of honesty and trust. Her responses 

to the interview questions about honesty and trust included the 

qualifier, "I have always . . ." 

Using universalizing terms (e.g., always, never) seems to indicate 

the strength of conviction parents maintain about honesty and trust. 

From the parent's responses, the issues of honesty and trust hold great 

significance. For the parents, being honest with their children is not 

unique to the interaction about this particular SEE. Qualifying their 

statements with the word "always" attests to their belief in honesty and 

trust as values. 

During the interview, Michelle's (96-03) comments regarding 

honesty and trust were similar to those offered by Suzy. She believed her 

children would learn honesty and trust through her example and also 

used the qualifier "always" in her answers. "My intent is always to be as 

absolutely . . . as honest as I possibly can with any question that they 

ask." Her interaction with her children about this SEE was no different. 

The message Michelle hoped her children would get from the interaction 

was to always be absolutely honest. While she did not specifically tell 

them to be honest, she believed her modeling honesty for them, and her 

daily example would influence them to be honest and trustworthy. 
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Lisa (96-05) seemed concerned that her children would doubt her
 

honesty, and consider her untrustworthy if they found out later "that 

their mom didn't really tell them the whole truth about something." Her 

responses indicated a belief that it was her primary responsibility to be 

honest and truthful and create that bond of trust--to teach honesty and 

trust. If she erred with her children in this area, they would not learn to 

be honest. She added, ". . . who do they turn to if they can't get that kind 

of trust from parents?" 

During the interaction between Fred, Judy, and their children, 

Fred suggested that trusting Pam might have been a bad idea from the 

start (96-02). While Fred sent a message of doubt, Judy believed her 

children understood what honesty and trust were about and would not 

change their feelings about Pam. Her constant interaction with her 

children led her to believe they understood what trust was, and the 

mixed messages would not change the training she had already 

accomplished. She responded by saying, ". . . [if] I said she'd be okay, and 

safe now, then they would trust me." 

Each of the parents focused on the issues of honesty and trust as 

something they hoped their children would learn. Many believed the 

children had already learned about honesty and trust, and it was 

another way to reinforce the issue. Others felt that modeling, combined 

with an expectation of a reciprocal response from the children was the 
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right method. All the parents believed this was an issue important for 

children to learn. 

Teleological Issues 

With the exception of Paul and Lisa (96-05), all of the participants 

were strongly opinionated about what happens when life is finished 

(death). Each of the parents wanted their children to know what they 

believed, and what the children should consider to be true. The 

responses did not particularly follow church doctrine, religious faith, or 

group affiliation. For example, some church members did not believe, or 

want their children to believe that anything followed death. Other 

members deemed it important for their children to know about God and 

Heaven. There did not appear to be a pattern among the participants. A 

close reading of the interview transcripts reveals that parents had strong 

teleological concerns. 

For those participants endorsing a life-after-death belief, religious 

training and a strong religious background in the home were considered 

important when dealing with a SEE this close to their children. For 

example, Derek's children already had a concept of heaven so he had no 

trouble telling his children that Mrs. Wilson, the victim, was in heaven. 

Parents who did not believe in a god, heaven, or hell emphasized 

that when a person dies, that is all there is; there is nothing else. Some 
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parents who were "non-believers" were anxious about the paradox 

between belief and non-belief because they knew their children had 

become aware of heaven and hell concepts through bible study groups 

with other children from school. 

Values and scenarios of afterlife, and samples of statements 

parents communicated to their children as important beliefs are shown 

in Table 4.4. Each response in the table explains what parents wanted 

their children to know about or accept as truth. 



#	 Examples of Responses 

96-01	 I wanted them to know [Mrs. Wilson] had gone to heaven. On the matter of life and death, I 

think they know . . . They need to have a concept of heaven . . . I tried to tell them. 
I think has to do with it is having some religious background and training. 

96-02	 I guess I've always felt that when you die, you're dead and that's probably pretty much all 
there is. So I don't believe in an afterlife and all that . . . we told her [daughter] 

96-03	 It's just because of not really having much exposure and we try to make them understand
that Mrs. Wilson is with God in Heaven . . that it's a sort of place. 

I tried to get across to the children. . life and death, heaven and hell . . .. 

96-04	 She was interested in how [Mrs. Wilson] would die . . . what the actual physical . . . and what 
that would be like, and . . . what would happen to her 
I don't believe in a religious God . . . she must be aware that there's a heaven and a hell, but 
she never asked if Mrs. Wilson would go to heaven or hell 

96-06	 I've had these conversations with them before . . . about God, and about what happens to you
when you die . . . they had those questions, they were already answered prior to the incident 

96-07	 I tell them we get some kind of comfort being with God. You know, going back home kind of 
feeling. You can die and go to hell or you can go to heaven. 
I want them to have an understanding that there's certain things that aren't in our control 

Figure 4.4 Sample responses about Teleological Issues 
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Sympathy and Understanding 

The responses regarding sympathy and understanding implied the 

"Golden Rule;" that you treat people the way you want to be treated. 

Many of the participants not only wanted their children to be 

sympathetic toward Pam, but also wanted them to be compassionate. 

Loyalty toward a friend was also a part of this theme. Figure 4.5 offers 

samples of Suzy's and the other parent's responses about 

communicating sympathy and understanding. Parent's answers were 

consistent on this theme. 

Suzy's (96-04) interaction with her children appeared to be 

centered directly on how her children would view Pam's behavior. The 

SEE was an opportunity for her to help her children "have a right 

perspective about what had happened." Suzy also took the interaction 

about the SEE as an occasion to teach lessons about compassion. Her 

responses indicated that she felt successful in helping her children learn 

what she felt was important. 



#	 Examples of Responses 

96-01	 I tried to get them to be kind and compassionate. 
I told them to use a yardstick to measure others the way they wanted to be measured. 

96-02	 I think they knew that we're just suppose to help a friend. 
we're just here to support our friends as we would hope they would do for us 
Hopefully, we can be compassionate for the people that things happen to. They don't
always happen to bad people. They do happen to good people too 

96-04	 I wanted her to have the right perspective about what had happened, and what was 
continuing to happen. 
I also wanted her to understand that that this was an extremely unusual situation 

. . . care . . . for people that have major traumas in their life, and to be understanding 
I told her I would like her to be a caring, sensitive person to others . . . considerate 

. 

I think she learned some good lessons, about compassion 

96-06	 You treat other people the way you choose to be treated 

96-07	 I've been explaining it . . . no one deserves to be treated . . . that it was absolutely wrong
I also try to explain to them that everybody is like struggling with stuff in their life 
I feel like people can resolve things, and forgive . . . you can still forgive, and go on 

Figure 4.5 Sample responses about Sympathy and Understanding 
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Right and Wrong / Good and Bad 

In the interviews, parents used adjectives of "Good and Bad" and 

"right and wrong" when discussing the SEE with their children. Some 

adjectives overtly conveyed value judgments. 

Figure 4.6 provides a sample of the responses parents gave when 

categorizing Pam's behaviors. For example, Judy and Fred's (96-02) 

children knew Pam's actions must be a bad if it made the front page of 

the local newspaper. 

Suzy and Harry (96-04) seemed to differentiate between the actor 

and the action. In the interaction they had with their children, Suzy 

wanted her children to know that while killing her mother was wrong, 

Pam wasn't at fault. She did not want her children to consider Pam an 

evil or bad person. 

Marie and Don (96-07) seemed confident that their children 

already knew the difference between right and wrong and could apply 

that knowledge of right and wrong to this situation. Comprehending the 

difference between good and bad was something they felt had already 

been taught to their children. Since they could choose between right and 

wrong, their children could as well. 

Part of the process of communicating values is the language and 

the symbols used to convey meaning. The parent's responses about their 
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communication during this SEE clearly conveys what they consider 

"good and bad" and "right and wrong." 

Parents wanted their children to feel that mom and dad were 

honest with them and could be trusted. This was a theme in two different 

ways. First, it was important for the children to understand that their 

parents were always honest with them and could be trusted. Second, 

always being honest was a better way to live and would gain the trust of 

others. 

Sickness and mental illness was also a concern. Parents hoped 

that their children would understand that mental illness was indeed a 

sickness. They also wanted their children to know that there was nothing 

in one's behavior that would cause mental illness. 

The greatest difference in parental values and beliefs emerged 

around the teleological issues of heaven and hell, God, and death. Some 

of the parents put great emphasis on these subjects while others made 

clear their non-belief in these issues clear. In one instance, a parent told 

her children there is no "God," and then added that she knew her 

daughter knew about heaven and hell because of a bible study she 

attends with friends. Each of the responses iterated the importance of 

the child believing as they (parents) did. 

The "Golden Rule" was cited in many of the interviews as 

something parents hoped their children would incorporate into their 
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lives. Learning to be sympathetic, compassionate, and understanding 

was considered by all to be a valuable lesson to learn. Most of the 

parents voiced concern that their children needed to learn to not 

condemn others, even when they don't understand the behaviors. 

Right, wrong, good, bad, and terrible were all adjectives used to 

describe the Pam's behavior. During the parent's interaction with their 

children, many of these terms were used to emphasize the severity of the 

action, but were rarely used to describe the person. Many of the parents 

exonerated Pam, and tried to separate her behavior from the event by 

explaining that it was the illness, not Pam. 

The themes presented in this section emerged in many of the 

retrospective responses. The first thing parents needed to decide was how 

and when to talk with their children about the SEE. The second was 

what they wanted to accomplish during the interaction. The results 

section has been a compilation of those responses. 



#	 Examples of Responses 

96-01	 ? = Why was [Pamj being bad? Answer: She wasn't in control. 

96-02	 My oldest one said Was it on the front page? and I said yea . . . and she said that must be a 
pretty bad thing . . . and I said yea it was a pretty bad thing. 
Pam is in jail, and that she killed her mom. 

96-04 I didn't want her to think that Pam was a bad person, that this was an evil person that had
done something bad. 

. . if we ever spoke about right and wrong . . . and certainly we did . . what Pam did was. 

wrong, but it wasn't her fault. 
. 

the talk about right and wrong, it was from that point of view . . . Pam was not in control 
I told her, my motto is Shit Happens! You know, we all do the best we can, but sometimes,
Shit Happens! 

96-06	 I sat them down and . . . said there'd been a . . . a terrible thing that had happened 

96-07	 It was a bad thing . . . do the best they can with what they . . . with what they have . 

They know is right and wrong, and search out what's right and wrong 
. . 

Figure 4.6 Sample responses about Right and Wrong / Good and Bad 
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Postscript: The Interviews and Emotions
 

The transcripts don't reveal what was very evident during the 

interviews: the parent's emotions. The interviews evoked many feelings. 

On several occasions, interviewees would be overcome with great 

emotion. This emotion was often shown by choking on words, weeping, 

shaking uncontrollably, and on one occasion, the interviewee ran from 

the room. Other expressions that were indicated great emotion was the 

wringing of hands or uncontrolled giggling. 

Many of these people have been friends with each other and with 

Pam and her family for ten to fifteen years, and even spent holidays, 

weekends, and vacations together. Some of the families involved have 

gone camping and taken cross-country trips together. Many of the 

children grew up together with the same day-care, in the same school 

classrooms, and church groups. One of the families was a next door 

neighbor for eight years. Many of the participants considered Pam and 

her family an extended part of their own. 

Because of the sensitive nature of this SEE, many of the 

participants were reluctant to open up and talk in the beginning. Several 

of the interviewees explicitly stated that the interview helped them. It was 

a chance for them to openly discuss the SEE outside their "circle of 

friends," and it was beneficial to get it off their chests. 
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As an interviewer, I was often drawn into the pain and emotion on 

the faces, in the responses, and in the weeping of the participants. The 

agony voiced was emotionally moving and draining. Because it was easy 

to feel the emotion of the participants, audio taping the interviews was 

most helpful. However, listening to the tapes as I was transcribing, and 

subsequently reading the transcribed pages revisited the anguish I felt 

during the interviews. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusions 

What the child sees, the child does. 
What the child does, the child is. 

Irish Proverb 

The purpose of this investigation was to examine the extent to 

which a Significant Emotional Event fosters communication about 

values. I employed interviews to learn about ways in which parents 

communicated with their children about a SEE, and the purposes 

parents hoped to accomplish through such communication. The 

interviews revealed a number of themes and issues. These themes 

included honesty, trust, spirituality, sympathy, compassion, 

understanding, right and wrong, and good and bad. Themes that 

emerged from the interviews mirrored themes those discussed in the 

review of literature in Chapter 2: trust, honesty, respect, good and bad, 

right and wrong, understanding, comfort, God-like values, death, and 

charity. 

Using the research questions given in Chapter 2 as a framework, 

this chapter will look at: (1) how parents communicate with their 

children when a significant emotional event occurs, (2) the purpose 

parents have for communicating with their children when significant 

emotional events occur, and (3) which values seemed to be 



79 

communicated in the interactions about the Significant Emotional Event, 

and the values communication process. I will consider how 

communication about SEEs is both value laden and value driven, and 

why values are an integral part of the communication about SEEs. I will 

also reflect on whether the choices and behaviors that parents make for 

managing the situation reveal values. Lastly, this chapter will report 

some of the limitations in the study, propose some ideas for future work 

about SEEs and values, and offer a personal note. 

Values That Seemed To Be Communicated 

Moral values emerged during the interviews. Most parents 

considered honesty and trust to be primary values and seemed to hope 

that their children would learn from what they did (i.e., example), as well 

as from what they said. Some of the parents stated that they believed if 

they were honest, open and forthright with their children, their children 

would learn from them and reciprocate. Cohn (1996) states that children 

can sense when parents are telling the truth, and that the smallest 

fabrication or diversion from the facts can often put children's trust in 

parents under suspicion. Whatever the motivation the parents in this 

study had for being honest, it is a value that was easily communicated 

through word and deed. 
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Compassion and understanding were other values that seemed to 

be communicated during the discussion about the SEE. Greer and Kohl 

(1995) suggest that compassion is one of the five character values that all 

members of society need to learn. Compassion is a value that children 

should observe, experience, and emulate. During the interaction with 

their children, parents tried to show compassion for Pam, and teach its 

importance to their children. Because of their family's ties to Pam's 

family, some parents told their children that Pam deserved their 

compassion. 

Many parents tried to distinguish between the act and the person. 

They described the event as a "terrible" thing, but did not use the same 

phrase to describe Pam. Often, the parent's report about the interaction 

sounded more like excuse making than explanation. While what Pam did 

was wrong, bad and terrible. She was ill, sick, and not responsible. Cohn 

states: "When evil acts are not explicitly condemned by parents . . . this 

can be misinterpreted by children in a number of ways." She adds that 

children may believe that "their parents agree with these acts or do not 

think such acts are morally wrong." In other words, if the parents 

condone, the children should also condone Pam's behavior. If the parents 

condemn, the children should as well. 

Spirituality, God-like values, and issues about death and an 

afterlife emerged in many of the interviews. Schaefer (1982) has 



81 

emphasized the need for moral training, and McDowell and Hostetler 

(1994) have discussed the need for parents to emphasize moral and 

spiritual training. Spock (1996) has stated that spiritual training is basic 

to a child's future. "Maintaining spiritual values through childhood and 

adolescence depends on their being reinforced and made specific by the 

teachings of parents . . . " (p. 123). Parents who emphasized spiritual 

training before the SEE occurred, were more prone to include spiritual 

values in their discussions. For example, Derek (96-01) stated that he 

knew his children already had a "concept of heaven." He said talking to 

his children about heaven was understandable for them because they 

already had "some religious background and training." 

Michelle and Glen (96-03) were also very open about the training 

their children had before the SEE occurred. Michelle said her children, 

Wesley and June, were "getting an introduction to religion." She added, "I 

pray with them every night, and so [Wesley and June] got at least some 

start in the foundations [spiritual values]." The interviews seemed to 

confirm the claims made by Cohn (1996), McDowell and Hostetler (1994), 

Schaefer (1982), and Spock (1996) in the literature as to the importance 

of discussing concerns about spiritual issues. However, while some of the 

parents emphasized that the victim in this particular SEE had gone to 

heaven, other parents denied that there is a God, heaven, or anything 

else after death. 
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Therefore, values that parents seemed to communicate to their 

children after the SEE included honesty, compassion, understanding, 

and spiritual values. 

Timing in Values Communication 

Much of the shaping and molding of children is accomplished 

during the socialization process. Children hear many messages, observe 

countless events, and interact with numerous others. Through those 

messages, observations, and interactions, children develop their values. 

The children closely associated with this SEE were no different, and 

learned from what they heard their parents say and do. The parents 

participating in this study stressed their desire to teach their children 

moral values. 

Eyre and Eyre (1993), Hildebrand (1994), Massey (1979), and 

Schaefer (1982), all stress the need for parents to have open honest 

dialogue with their children. When momentous events occur, parents 

should seek out an opportunity to interact with children openly and 

honestly. Many children learn by watching and listening to their parents 

during times of significant emotional events. Berns (1985) points out that 

significant emotional events can influence greatly the moral development 

of children. She recommends that parents and children discuss such 

events openly, together. 



83 

Throughout the interviews, parents expressed concern about what 

they would say to their children and when they would say it. Some 

parents waited to tell their children until they could get help or 

counseling, while others hurried home and told their children. Still, other 

parents decided to wait until summer was over because their children 

had no way to find out until school started. Two of the interviewees were 

reluctant to tell their children at all. Either through the words of parents 

while interacting about the SEE, or through parents' reluctance to 

discuss the SEE, children had the opportunity to learn values. According 

to Massey (1979), the way parents act or react will influence the values of 

their children. During and after a SEE occurs, children expect honesty 

and trust from parents, and will examine both the message and the 

messenger for truth. 

How these parents communicated with their children is as 

important as their reason for doing so. Most of the parents desired to be 

the initiator in this interaction. Parents who initiated the interaction 

about the SEE, according to Schaefer (1982) and Berns (1985), were 

more likely to be viewed by their children as credible, honest, and 

trustworthy. However, children who found out through friends and other 

sources became the initiators of the interaction, and had to ask 

questions to find out what occurred. 
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The parents who decided to wait until just before school started 

could do so because their children were too young to read, and would 

have no contact with others connected to the SEE. Still, the children may 

wonder why mom and dad didn't tell them sooner; why it was put off. 

Why couldn't they talk about it with them? This approach does not seem 

much different than the parents who did not want to tell their children at 

all. In both cases, it risks sending many messages and values to the 

children: lack of honesty, secrecy, procrastination, a lack of trust, 

insecurity, and possibly a sense that the act wasn't all that bad. These 

mixed messages, and the modeling behavior of the parents, tell children 

what is acceptable behavior. 

SEE literature and this study's interviews both suggest that 

parents need to engage SEEs and other opportunities to interact with 

their children about events, morals, and values. Parents who avoid 

talking with their children about SEEs, may not talk to their children 

about less significant events, and these too, are important in a child's 

development. When Schaefer (1982) stated that parents should, "engage . 

. children in discussions about the moral implications of everyday {and 

significant} events," he was suggesting that these interactions help 

children learn values (p. 140). 
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Communication about SEEs: Value Laden and Value Driven
 

The Effect of Parental Behaviors 

The socialization and modeling literature places much credence on 

parental guidance and training for their children. Hildebrand (1994), for 

example, stresses both direct (verbal and nonverbal) and indirect 

(planning that takes place before an event) guidance. At the outset of this 

study, I visited for some time with Pam's husband and her minister. Her 

minister stressed several times through our conversation that Pam's 

children would be okay because of their strong religious indoctrination. 

He believed that the they training received in church school, and the 

emphasis Pam had placed on learning spiritual things would guide them 

through this tough time. Pam's husband concurred by stating that "Pam 

did a good job teaching the children about God and living a good life." He 

also thought his children would be fine because they had been able to 

watch their mom and dad "walk-the-walk." 

Massey (1979) suggests that when parents exhibit inconsistent 

behaviors, it is confusing to their children. Some parent's expressed that 

some adults could not be trusted. Throughout the interviews, many of 

the parents professed to be consistent, but the responses given did not 

support their claim. Can a parent put their children off until later, delay 

until their children had learned from other sources, or emotionally blurt 
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the information out in the middle of the night, and then claim
 

consistency by prefacing their comments with, "I always . . ."? According 

to Cohn (1996), children who are put off until later because of mom and 

dad's "consistent" parenting style will wonder if their parents are 

cowards. Parents need to be aware of the possible values consequences 

of their choices. Having a planned, timely conversation with their 

children is best. 

Massey's (1979) claim about the influences of SEEs in people's 

lives seemed clearer after the study than before. He claims that the SEEs 

a person is exposed to will greatly influence the way they view their 

world, and the values they hold. He also claims that SEEs cause people 

to examine and reexamine the values they hold. In the case of this SEE, 

the parents and children close to this SEE had a collision with reality. 

Each will be affected by what they saw, what they heard, and how they 

saw their parents act and react. "What" these children become in life will 

in some way be a result of "where they were when . . ." (p. 51). 
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Parents' Purposes and Goals
 

Piaget (1952) has suggested that during assimilation and 

accommodation a person's views of the world and his or her beliefs are 

under a process of reevaluation. As children grow, new stimuli will 

impress and influence their existing values. SEEs, like the one studied 

here, are both significant and emotional enough to cause reevaluation. 

The parents in this study were, in most cases, very direct about 

what they wanted their children to learn. The themes that emerged-

honesty and trust, spirituality issues, sympathy and understanding, 

right and wrong, good and bad--were in fact what parents intended to 

communicate to their children. 

Parent's comments about their conversational goals correspond to 

Massey's (1979) discussion about "filters" and how we view things 

around us. According to Massey, filters are the values and "gut-level" 

value systems that all new and significant information is weighed 

against. Massey notes that our filters operate in degrees and variances. 

Each of the parents used different filters when discussing the SEE with 

their children. 

Some of the parents emphasized honesty and trust as values their 

children needed to learn. Other reported that being sympathetic, 

compassionate, and understanding were the values they wanted their 

children to learn. During the interviews, many of the parents seemed to 
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redefine what they believed about Pam, her behavior, and the impact of 

the SEE on their lives, even as they talked. Many of the parents appeared 

to have a difficult time communicating what they wanted to their 

children because they were still struggling with the SEE themselves. The 

interviews took place several months after the SEE had occurred, yet 

many of the parents were distraught and overcome with emotion as if the 

event had just taken place. Many voiced a lack of understanding about 

what had transpired. 

Massey (1979) explains that when an experience is very emotional 

and mentally arresting, individuals examine their own beliefs and values. 

Massey and Schaefer (1982) both state that a SEE provides an 

opportunity for values communication. The SEE in this case afforded the 

opportunity for an interaction about values, and parents seemed 

determined about what they wanted their children to know. Still, there is 

no way to really know if the children absorbed any of the values their 

parents were communicating. 

In some instances, the response of the parents seemed 

contradictory. Parents that tell a child there is no God, heaven, hell, or 

afterlife, and then encourage the child to become a part of a Bible study 

with friends from school are creating a real dilemma for the child. The 

child must now decide whether mom and dad are being dishonest, or to 

question the people conducting the Bible study. One parent explained to 
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her children that there is nothing after this"when you're dead, there's 

nothing else," then, in the next breath referred to the victim in this SEE 

as a "wonderful Christian woman." Children are left to wonder if the 

parents are liars or hypocrites. 

Other potentially value-laden messages dealt with the gray area 

between rationalization and explanation. Cohn (1996) suggests that as a 

part of learning understanding, compassion, and forgiveness, children 

need for their parents to condemn evil acts. This process includes 

learning about restitution for behavior that is not condoned by society. 

Without exception, all of the parents wanted their children to know that 

the stabbing was not Pam's fault, that she couldn't help what she had 

done. They attributed her behavior to something "inside her," that wasn't 

really her. To young children, what their parents told them to explain 

Pam's behavior may have seemed like a movie about aliens. "No one 

caused it." "She lost control of her mind." "It was a terrible thing she 

did." "She didn't mean to do it." "She didn't do anything to get sick . . . it 

just happened." "No, it can't happen to me." These parents probably 

meant well, and wanted their children to understand the SEE better. 

However, the messages parents send and the meanings children create 

may not be the same. What the children actually heard could have 

sounded more like: "someone did it," "she was out of her mind," "she did 

a terrible thing," "she did it on purpose," "she got sick and did it," and "it 
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can happen to anyone." Some parents' statements appeared designed to 

"rationalize" away what Pam had done. These mixed messages were, at 

times, followed by the exhortation to trust Pam. 

Recalling Cohn's (1996) discussion earlier about hypocrisy, 

dishonesty, and cowardice, the above messages from parents may have 

taught children values. However, one can only surmise what values they 

learned. While some children may have understood their parents' words 

and behaviors as their parents intended, other children may have 

interpreted what they deemed the real message to be. 

Parent's Choices and Behaviors in Managing the Situation 

Hildebrand's (1994) work on indirect guidance emphasizes 

planning that takes place behind the scenes: parents deciding how they 

can be most effective in influencing their children's behavior. In this 

study, many parents discussed how preparing to talk about the SEE was 

a major issue. 

The parent's responses to questions about timing and planning 

seemed to confirm the work of Hildebrand (1994), Schaefer (1982), and 

Massey (1979). Schaefer emphasizes the necessity for interacting with 

children, Hildebrand discusses the need for preparation and planning, 

and Massey attested to the influence of the SEE. Some of the 

interviewees indicated a desire to interact with their children about the
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SEE; others did not. Parents that expressed a need to be prepared first, 

and took the time to prepare, found their children already knew. 

Authors and researchers Paul Watzlawick, Janet Beavin, and Don 

Jackson (1967) allege that communication takes place, planned or not. 

Regardless of whether the interaction takes place in the form of "blurted 

out" information or carefully planned dialogue, children learn from their 

parents. Some parents took so much time preparing that by the time 

they discussed the SEE with their children, their responses were to 

questions. Nonetheless, communication took place. 

The parents who did not want to tell the children at all, and openly 

argued or discussed the issue with their spouse, communicated a value 

to their children as well. Such behavior may have tacitly told the 

children, "I trust you, but not with this." Can parents teach honesty, 

openness, and trust when they do not model it for their children? 

Possibly, but not the way they desired or preferred. 

Lisa's (96-05) interaction with her children indicated that her 

concern was more self-directed than it was toward her children. Her 

statement, "I basically just didn't want them to find out at school, and 

think that their parents didn't know how to talk to them," does not seem 

to indicate a concern for her children. When the conversation did take 

place, her husband did the talking while she observed. The children not 
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only learned from their father's words, but from their mother's behavior. 

Communication occurs both voluntarily and involuntarily. 

Limitations in the Study 

The study of communication events is often a difficult process. 

Effective human communication required participants to use similar 

symbols and referents, and to assign meaning that is similar for all 

parties in the interaction. Communication between adults and children 

poses its own dilemmas because adults normally communicate with a 

higher degree of competence. More specifically, communication about 

Significant Emotional Events like the one in this study are traumatic and 

hard to verbalize. The process of communication, the difference in how 

meaning is created, and the communication competence difference 

between adults and children, each create limitations. 

There are at least three limitations to this study; each having to do 

with the children's perspective. Because it was not feasible to interact or 

interview the children, we are left with only the parent's perspective of 

the interaction. We do not have the children's perspective about the SEE 

itself. We do not know if they were concerned, distraught, or uncaring. 

We do not know how they felt about the actual event (i.e., killing) or the 

events that took place afterward except through their parent's 

interpretations. If in some of their very young minds, it was nothing more
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than what they see on cartoons on Saturday morning, was it really a SEE 

for them? 

Secondly, We do not have the children's perspective about the 

interaction(s) that took place between themselves and their parents, 

classmates, teachers, or siblings. Some of the children found out about 

the SEE from other sources and we do not know what transpired in 

those interactions. How did they feel when they found out? Who did they 

find out from? What took place in the interaction when they found out? 

How did the children feel about Pam when they found out? When they 

talked with their parents, who did the most talking, and what about? 

What took place during the interaction? Many questions are not 

answered because the children's perspective is not included. 

Third, and perhaps most important, would be to know what the 

children thought and felt about what their parents told them in the 

interaction. In light of the literature on modeling and socialization, and 

the importance for parents to teach values, there are four things that are 

missing from this study on values: 1) the children's perspective about 

what their parents actually said 2) what the children thought that their 

parents did not say about the SEE during the interaction, 3) the 

children's perspective about how their parents said what they said 

during the interaction, and 4) when their parents interacted with them 

about the SEE. The answers to some of these questions might actually 
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tell us if parents were successful in communicating values to their 

children. 

Future Studies 

There are at least three suggestions I would propose for studying 

SEEs and the influence they have on children and values. First, future 

studies about parents and children might stimulate other dimensions of 

the communication if the perspectives of both parents and children were 

included. What did the parents communicate, and what meaning did 

their children create? How did children perceive their parents behavior 

during the interaction about the SEE? 

Second, the setting of the interview, the interruptions that took 

place during the interview, and the emotions expressed during the 

interviews could prompt new studies about how parents and their 

children interact about value-driven events generally. I would suggest, if 

at all possible, that the interviews in future studies be recorded with both 

audio and video equipment. However, the use of audio and video 

recording equipment might alter the responses of the interviewees, and 

therefore not be feasible, particularly when addressing more personal 

SEEs. 

Third, SEEs such as this one have a widespread affect on many 

people throughout the community. When studying the communication 
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involved like this one, it might also be significant to know what teachers, 

friends, siblings, and classmates said as well. One of the things that was 

apparent in this study was that parents knew their children had 

discussed the SEE with others. Future studies might examine what, if 

any, value-laden messages arose during interactions. The interviewees in 

this study did not know what was said in those other interactions. 

Personal Note 

In retrospect, there have been many SEEs that occurred 

throughout my life, and the life of my family. As a parent, I could often 

see myself in the literature I read and in the responses of the parents I 

interviewed. My children have encountered many SEEs, and I have tried 

to remember what I told them, and what I hoped they would gain from 

that interaction. 

My children and I have experienced SEEs that include death, 

suicide attempts, and homelessness. I have tried to remember those 

events, and wonder if I sounded hypocritical, self-assured, or honest, 

caring, and compassionate. 

The questions that many of these parents had to answer, and the 

values and beliefs that they tried to communicate to their children were 

difficult. Many parents will never face a SEE with this magnitude or 



96 

trauma. I wonder . . . what would I have said? Had any of us and our 

families experienced this SEE, we might wonder what we would have said 

and done. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Introductions. I want to thank you for taking this time to visit with me. As 
you know, I am looking at how parents communicate with their children about 
Significant Emotional Events. What I would like to do, is ask you questions about 
the communication that you had with your children regarding "Event" . 

With your permission, I will be recording our conversation for the purpose 
of accuracy. Do you understand and give your permission for this interview to be 
recorded? [If agreement] I will begin the recorder at this time. This is (tape #). 
Today is (date) , and it is (time) . [repeat question with recorder running] Do 
you understand and give permission for this interview to be recorded? 

Let's begin with some brief information about your family. How long have 
you lived in the Corvallis area? [response] Where did you move here from? [if 
not native] What is your profession/career/trade? [response from both] How 
long have you been married? [response]: [depending on response] Is this a first 
marriage? [response from both] Tell me about your children; first names only, 
ages, grade in school, and anything else that you wish to share. [responses] Are 
any of the children from a previous marriage, adopted, or foster children? 
[depending on the answers to the questions about marriage] May I ask your 
ages? [responses] Shall we begin? 

1.	 Tell me about your relationship with the (family name) . 

2.	 Tell me about your children's relationship with the (family name) children. 

3.	 How did you learn about the "Event?" 

4.	 After the "Event," did you talk to your children about what had occurred? Who 
initiated the talk? 

5.	 Did you talk to them individually, or in a family setting? 

6.	 What were your goals and/or purpose for having this talk? What did you want 
your children to understand/feel/learn from this conversation? What were your 
expectations? 

7.	 Would you describe the conversation for me. 

8.	 Was the talk you had with your children difficult? Why? 

9.	 What do you feel was the most significant part of the conversation? 

10.	 Did your children appear to understand/feel/leam what you trying to get across? 
Were your expectations met? 

11.	 Have you or any of your children had any other conversations about the "Event" 
since the first conversation? Over how long of a period did the conversations take 
place? 

12.	 Do you have anything else you would like to add? 
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APPENDIX B 

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS 

OREGON STATE UNIVERSITY 

Report of Review 

TITLE:	 Children and the communication of values through significant emotional

events
 

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Gregg Walker 

DEPARTMENT: Speech Communication 

STUDENT: Ronald Biddle 

COMMITTEE DECISION: Approved 

COMMENTS: 

1. The informed consent form obtained from each subject should be retained in
program/project's files for three years beyond the end date of the project. 

Any proposed change to the protocol or informed consent form that is not 
included in the approved application must be submitted to the IRB for review and 
must be approved by the committee before it can be implemented. 

Date: March 13, 1996
Warren N. Suzuki, Chair 
Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects 
(Education, 7-6393, suzukiw@ccmail.orst.edu) 

mailto:suzukiw@ccmail.orst.edu
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APPENDIX C 

CONSENT FORM - CHILDREN & VALUES RESEARCH STUDY 

1. The purpose of this study is to advance knowledge of communication in the lives of 
people. This project examines how significant emotional events, more specifically a 
death of a family member or friend, impact and/or affect the communication of 
values between parents and their children. 

2.	 I agree to participate in the project, and understand that the field researcher, 
Ronald L. Biddle, will audio tape this interview. The focus of this interview is the 
recent death in a friend's family. 

3.	 I understand that my privacy in this project will be protected in the following ways: 

A. All interviews, and audio tapes are coded by number so as to preserve my 
anonymity. 

B. All coded numbers will be assigned pseudonyms or aliases for the purpose of 
publication, and will be kept in a separate file from the audio tapes. 

C. NO identifying details are included in any report. 

D.	 I may terminate participation at any time during the study, and upon my request, 
have my file removed permanently from the study file. 

4. As a participant in the study, I understand: 

A. Only the field researcher, Ronald L. Biddle, has access to the audio tapes, reports, 
and notes generated from my interview. In the event that I wish to terminate my 
participation, all information and audio recorded tapes will be destroyed. 

B.	 I further understand that the audio-taped interview will be transcribed, the tape 
will not be destroyed, and will be retained for future research and/or publication 
by Ronald L. Biddle. I understand that my anonymity will be retained for all 
research and/or publication. 

5.	 I understand that any questions I have about the research study and/or specific 
procedures should be directed to: 

Principal Investigator: Field Researcher: 
Dr. Gregg B. Walker Ronald L. Biddle 
Dept. of Speech Communication Dept. of Speech Communication 
Oregon State University Oregon State University 
(541) 737-5397 (541) 754-4031 
E-mail: walkerg @cla.orst.edu E-mail: biddler@ucs.orst.edu 

Agreement to participate:
 
My signature below indicates that I have read and that I understand the procedures
 
described above and give my consent to participate in this study. I understand that I will
 
receive a signed copy of the consent form.
 

(Print Name) (signature) 

(Print Name) (signature) 

(date) (Ronald L. Biddle, Field Researcher) 

mailto:biddler@ucs.orst.edu
http:cla.orst.edu



