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Abstract  The present study sought to investigate the relationship between parental responsiveness and behavioural 
adjustment among pupils in primary schools in Kisii central Sub-County, Kenya. The study was guided by the Object 
relations theory and supported attachment theory. The study adopted mixed method approach in which the embedded 
research design was used. To obtain the sample for the study, the study used cluster sampling, stratified sampling and simple 
random sampling techniques. The unit of analysis included 218 primary schools. The target population comprised of 14876 
pupils, 10582 parents, 229 deputy head teachers and 218 guidance and counselling teachers. The sample size for the study 
consisted of 374 pupils, 30 parents, 30 deputy head teachers and 30 guidance and counselling teachers. The study also 
employed questionnaires and interview schedules to gather data. The study adopted the triangulation approach to measure the 
validity of the instruments. Split half method was also used to establish the reliability of instruments whereby the correlation 
coefficient value of .808 was established. In analysing qualitative data, the study used thematic analysis while descriptive and 
inferential statistical techniques were used to analyse quantitative data. The study established that there was statistically 
significant positive (r=.595, n=356, p<.05) relationship between parental responsiveness and pupils’ overall behavioural 
adjustment and all the five aspects of behavioural adjustment (conduct problems, peer relationship problems, emotional 
symptom, hyperactivity and pro-social behaviours). The study further established that parental responsiveness alone 
accounted for 35.4% of the variation in the overall behavioural adjustment among the pupils of class 7 and 8, as signified by 
coefficient R2 of .354. On the same note, if the parental responsiveness increases by one unit then level of overall behaviour 
adjustment would improve by .287 units; this is a considerable effect from one independent variable. The results further 
indicated that most of the children’s problematic behaviour outcomes were as a result of parents frequently ignoring 
children’s needs. The study also established a link between perceived parental emotional support, trustworthiness, 
understanding, physical support and sensitivity to children’s needs and children’s positive behavioural reputations, 
competencies and self-perceptions.  
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1. Introduction 
Students’ indulgence in behaviour problems has been a 

threat to the serenity and peacefulness enjoyed by members 
of the families, schools and community in the last two 
decades (Augustine, 2012). Beside the gradual moral 
degeneration which befalls the society where pre-adolescent 
and adolescents involve in behaviour problems, there arises 
security and economic cost to a nation fraught with juvenile 
deviant behaviours  due to  students’  lack of  necessary  
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behaviour adjustment strategies (Simoes, Matos & 
Batista-Foguet, 2008). Hence, students’ maladjustment has 
become one of the global social issues which many 
developed and developing countries are currently trying to 
manage and bring under control amidst the glaring evidence 
that, if the right nurturance is not given to young children, 
pre-adolescents and adolescents, they graduate as adult 
without social and emotional competencies (Hess & Drowns, 
2010). 

However, studies have also shown that every human being 
is born a creature dependent upon parental nurturance (Chien, 
Harbin, Goldhagen, Lippman & Walker, 2012). It is also 
believed that during one's life there is a battle between the 
need to be nurtured and the desire to be independent 
(Guzman, Caal, Ramos & Hickman, 2014). Due to these two 
conflicting forces, many young boys and girls are faced with 
the task of redefining themselves in terms of psychological 
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adjustment and developing appropriate psychosocial 
behaviours. Over the last two decade however, a series of 
studies have constantly found that parents have a crucial role 
of preparing their children for adulthood through nurturing 
and moulding appropriate behaviours (Gavazzi, 2006). This 
suggests that the family rearing environments and practices 
compose a fundamental ecology where the young children’s 
behaviours are usually nurtured, manifested, acquired, 
encouraged and moulded (Dishion and Patterson, 2006). In 
spite of this new sphere of influence, others studies have also 
observed that parenting rearing practices accounts in many 
instances for great variance and inconsistence in 
externalizing and internalizing behaviours among school 
going children (Crosswhite & Kerpelman, 2009). Therefore, 
having a clear understanding and knowledge on the 
importance of maintaining appropriate parenting practices is 
inevitable in the current society where we are witnessing 
moral degeneration. 

Globally, experts from various disciplines have expressed 
a great concern in relation to the implications of behaviours 
exhibited by adolescent, pre-adolescent and young children 
in their homes and learning institutions (Shonkoff & Phillips, 
2000). Statistics on students’ indulgence in behaviour 
problems have a worrying trend globally. 

In order to address social and emotional malfunctioning 
among children and adolescents, in 2006, the USA 
government established a welfare system to curb behaviour 
problems among school going children (Hill, 2007). In 
addition, in 2014 the government offered School Climate 
Transformation Grant for those schools that were seeking to 
implement problem behaviour intervention programmes and 
increase access to mental health services for school going 
children (USDE, 2014). Despite these efforts, the Centre for 
Behavioural Health Statistics and Quality (2015) established 
that in 2014, 27.0 million people aged 12 and above had used 
a variety of illegal drugs in the past 30 days, which 
corresponds to 10.2% of the Americans; slightly more than 
2.3 million teenagers aged 12 to 17 were users of illegal 
drugs, which represent 9.4 percent of young people and an 
approximate of 655,000 youths aged 12 to 17 were 
nonmedical abusers of psychotherapeutic drugs which 
corresponds to 2.6% of teenagers. This behavioural 
maladjustment trends in USA is an indication that the 
government’s effort to curb behaviour problems has not 
brought impressive results. 

In the present era where every day we step ahead to 
technological advancement, breaking up of families and 
rapidly changing socio cultural paradigm, cases of behaviour 
problems among children are also similarly steep and 
disrupting. In India, review of studies done in the area of 
child development reveal that the prevalence of behaviour 
problems in children is alarmingly high (Jyoti, Mitra & 
Prabhu, 2008). However, this study found that the 
vulnerability of the children tended to increase when 
effective parenting was not available. This study was 
deliberately planned to assess the prevalence of behavioural 
problems among school going children and associated 

factors and predictors that were effective in behaviour 
management. However, the study did not address the effects 
of various elements of parental nurturing practices on 
students’ behavioural adjustment which the present study 
sought to address. 

In Ghana, for many years there has been an upward surge 
of young children’s involvement in behaviour problems 
(Bosiakoh & Andoh, 2010). According to the Department of 
Social Welfare annual performance report, two hundred and 
seventy six juvenile criminal behaviour cases were handled 
in 2007. Further, the Ghana prison service yearly report in 
2010 also observed that there was an average daily lock-up 
of one hundred and fifteen children offenders who should be 
learning in primary or secondary schools. The effort by the 
parents and teachers to curb the problem of child 
delinquency has not brought impressive results owing to the 
fact that the number of juvenile delinquent cases are 
increasing every day. This is supported by evidence showing 
that students frequently involved themselves in theft cases 
like stealing from other students, breaking into school offices 
and other staff common rooms (Samuel, Rejoice & Gabriel, 
2015). However this study did not establish the factors 
surrounding behaviour problem. 

In Zimbabwe, Student involvement in various behaviour 
problems has been a source of worry to stakeholders in 
education (Regis & Tichaona, 2015). Although effective 
parental physical and psychological control is needed for 
children’s acquisition of appropriate behaviour patterns, and 
most schools and homes have set standards of moral 
conducts and rules to control their children, the phenomenon 
of disruptive behaviour persists in Zimbabwe (Madziyire, 
2012). This is because the cases of students’ indulgence in 
behaviour problems in Zimbabwean schools ranges from 
minor cases like going to school late, absenteeism, 
harassment, bullying and stealing to major cases like rape, 
violent fights, assassination and drug abuse (Ncube, 2013). 

In Kenya, adolescents frequently indulge in various 
behaviour problems which are manifested in the form of 
rioting, sexual violence, fighting and bullying (Changalwa, 
Ndurumo, Barasa & Poipoi, 2012). In the slums of Nairobi, 
drug abuse and misuse is a common behaviour problem 
among primary and secondary school students where 65% of 
young boys and girls use cigarettes, 52 % marijuana, 14% 
glue and 11% petrol (APHRC, 2002). With a lot of concern, 
over 26% of school going children who live in slums of 
major towns in Kenya frequently indulge in behaviour 
problems like violent fights, bullying, theft, truancy, 
watching pornographic materials and coming home late 
(Wairimu, 2013). 

Despite the government’s effort to curb behaviour 
problems through designing preventive programmes in 
school like the introduction of guidance and counselling   
in primary and secondary schools, reports on indiscipline  
cases are worrying. For instance between 2000 and 2001, 
two hundred and eighty schools reported cases of student   
unrest in Kenya (Republic of Kenya, 2001). In Kisumu 
Municipality, Ouma, Simatwa and Serem (2013) found that 
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between 2006 and 2010 public primary schools experienced 
9870 cases of pupil indiscipline. The behaviour problems 
experienced in primary schools included; noise making 
which was rated 3.7%, failure to complete class and other 
duties assignment to 3.8%, absenteeism 4.0%, unpunctuality 
4.0%, stealing 3.5%, and sneaking out of school 3.5%. In 
Kisii and Nyamira County, Kostelny, Wessells and Ondoro 
(2014) established that 26.9% of the children drop out of 
school yearly, 11.5% of school girls experience early 
pregnancy annually, 9.1% of school boys and girls use 
alcohol and other illegal drugs and 3.5% of the girls 
frequently involved themselves in prostitution. 

In order to address behaviour problems among adolescents 
and preadolescent in Kenya and other parts of the world, the 
past two decades have witnessed a resurgence of concern in 
recognizing the factors that leave school boys and girls at a 
high and elevated possibility for manifesting dysfunctional 
behaviours such as internalizing problems (withdrawal 
symptoms, nervousness, anxiety, worry, despair, 
hopelessness and despair) and externalizing problem 
behaviours (irritation, hyperactivity, anger, annoyance, 
hostility, hostility, delinquency). Based on the 
ecological-system model (Bronfenbrenner, 1986), the 
developmental frameworks that is perceived to encourage 
and destabilize children’s growth and development consist of 
a multifaceted systems of family, school and community. 
Given that the family system is perceived as the main and 
principal context in which human development occurs, no 
one would doubt the crucial role parenting plays in the 
system (Newland and Crnic, 2011). Despite this established 
link, the mechanisms through which parents actually nurture 
their children’s behaviour remain unclear. Building on the 
existing evidence documenting the relationships between 
parenting and child development, the proposed research 
sought to examine into the relationship between parental 
responsiveness and primary school pupils’ behavioural 
adjustment in Kisii Central Sub-County, Kenya. 

2. Research Methodology 
The study employed a mixed method approach (Creswell, 

2014). This involved the collection, analysis and integration 
of both quantitative and qualitative research methods within 
a single research study in order to answer research questions 
(Creswell & Plano, 2011). Within the mixed method 
approach, the embedded research design was employed. The 
target population comprised of 14876 classes 7 and 8 
primary school pupils, 10582 parents, 229 deputy head 
teachers and 218 guidance and counselling teachers. To 
obtain the sample for the study, the study used cluster 
sampling, stratified sampling and simple random sampling 
techniques. The sample size for the study consisted of 374 
pupils, 30 parents, 30 deputy head teachers and 30 guidance 
and counselling teachers. The study employed 
questionnaires and interview schedules to gather information 
to address the research objectives. The Paulson’s 

Responsiveness Scale (PRS; 1994) was modified to measure 
parental responsiveness while the Strengths and Difficulties 
Questionnaire (SDQ) (4-16 year old version) was modified 
to measure behavioural adjustment among primary school 
pupils. The study also employed the One-on-One interviews 
and focus group interviews. 

To ensure validity of research instruments in the present 
study, face, construct and content validities of the 
questionnaires, interview schedules and document analysis 
was determined by presenting and discussing the various 
items in research instruments with two experts in the school 
of Education of Jaramogi Oginga Odinga University of 
Science and Technology (JOOUST) who were actually the 
PhD thesis supervisors. The supervisors gave their views on 
the relevance, clarity and applicability of the questionnaire 
scales, interview schedule guides and document analysis 
guide. Their suggestions, together with the findings from the 
pilot study were used to modify the items in the research 
instruments. This ensured that the test items were clear, 
relevant and well organized. The study further adopted the 
triangulation approach so as to ensure the validity of the 
research instruments. The study gathered both quantitative 
and qualitative data. Both descriptive and inferential 
statistics were used in analysing quantitative data while 
thematic analysis was used to analyse qualitative data. 

3. Findings and Discussion 
To examine whether there was any statistical relationship 

between parental responsiveness and learners’ behavioural 
adjustment, the null hypothesis was tested. The hypothesis 
state: 

H0: There is no statistical significant relationship between 
parental responsiveness and learners’ behavioural 
adjustment. 

To achieve this, a Pearson Product Moment Correlation 
Coefficient was calculated and table 1 shows the correlation 
analysis results in SPSS output. 

Table 1.  Correlations between Parental Responsiveness and Learners’ 
Behavioural Adjustment  

 Parental 
Responsiveness 

Overall 
Behavioural 
Adjustment 

Parental 
Responsiveness 

Pearson 
Correlation 1 .595** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 
N 356 356 

Overall Behavioural 
Adjustment 

Pearson 
Correlation .595** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  
N 356 356 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 
Table 1 reveals that there was statistically significant 

positive (r=.595, n=356, p<.05) relationship between 
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parental responsiveness and learners’ behavioural 
adjustment. Given that the relationship was statistically 
significant, the hypothesis that, “there is no statistical 
significant relationship between parental responsiveness 
and learners’ behavioural adjustment” was rejected. These 
findings are supported by that of Pearson (2013) who 
indicated that parental attachment and parenting styles had a 
positive relationship with teenagers’ emotional regulation. 

However, these findings are not in harmony with those of 
Lungarini (2015) who established that there was no 
significant relationship between mothers’ responsiveness 
and child emotional symptoms.   

The study further sought to establish the relationship 
between parental responsiveness and the individual aspects 
of behaviour adjustment, as indicated in Table 2. 

Table 2.  Correlation between Parental responsiveness and individual aspect of behavioural adjustment 

 Emotional 
Symptoms 

Conduct 
Problems Hyperactivity Peer 

Problems 
Pro-social 
Behaviour 

Parental 
Responsiveness 

Pearson Correlation .332** .435** .539** .332** .555** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 
N 356 356 356 356 356 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
Table 2 reveal that there were statistical significant (p<.05) 

positive correlation between parental responsiveness and all 
the five aspects of behavioural adjustment. It is clear that pro 
social behaviour adjustment reflected the highest correlation 
(r=.555), while peer problem and emotional adjustment had 
the least correlations (r=.332) to parental responsiveness. 
These findings are in line with those of Farrell (2016) who 
observed that there was a significant positive relationship 
between the authoritarian parenting style and preschool-aged 
children’s degree of negative emotional symptoms. However, 
these findings are not in harmony with those of Lungarini 
(2015) who established that mothers’ responsiveness did not 
have any significant relationships with children’s emotional 
symptoms.   

To estimate the level of influence of parental 
responsiveness on overall behaviour adjustment, a 
coefficient of determination was worked out using a 
regression analysis whose results were as shown in Table 3.  

Table 3.  Model Summary on Regression Analysis of the influence of 
parental responsiveness and overall learners’ behavioural adjustment  

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the 
Estimate 

1 .595a .354 .353 3.65782 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Parental Responsiveness 

 
The model shows that parental responsiveness alone 

accounted for 35.4% of the variation in the overall 
behavioural adjustment among the pupils of class 7 and 8, as 
signified by coefficient R2 of .354. This finding concur with 
that of Konz (2017) whose results indicated that involved 
positive parenting was significantly associated with 
children’s pro-social behaviours. The study further 
established that children who had a mismatch in adult-child 
interactions (high involved positive parenting and low 
classroom emotional support) had more problem and 
displayed less pro-social behaviours at home.  

Further, linear regression was generated to estimate the 
actual influence of parental responsiveness on overall 
behavioural adjustment, as shown in Table 4. 

Table 4.  Coefficient of Parental Responsiveness and overall learners’ 
behavioural adjustment  

Model 
Unstandardized 

Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 
(Constant) 7.714 .299  25.810 .000 

Parental 
Responsiveness .287 .021 .595 13.941 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: Overall Behavioural Adjustment 

 
Regression equation:  Y=7.714 + .287X1:  
Where, Y is Overall Behaviour Adjustment and X1 is 

parental responsiveness. 
It is evident from Table 4 that if parental responsiveness 

was improved by one standard deviation, then perceived 
scores in the level of behaviour adjustment of children would 
improve by .595 standard deviation units. On the same note, 
if the parental responsiveness increases by one unit then 
level of overall behaviour adjustment would improve by .287 
units; this is a considerable effect from one independent 
variable. This finding is supported by Ahmad, Zohair, Omar 
and Mohammad (2013) who conducted a study in Jordan  
that established a significant positive correlation between 
parenting style and students peer relationship. Contrary, 
these findings are not in harmony with those of Lungarini 
(2015) who established a significant negative relationship 
between parental responsiveness and child emotional 
symptom indicating that more responsive fathers had 
children with lower emotional symptom.  

Qualitative findings on the relationship between parental 
responsiveness and behavioural adjustment among primary 
school pupils were also obtained from interviews. In relation 
to the effects of parental emotional support as an expression 
of parental responsiveness on pupils’ behavioural adjustment, 
the study established that the students respond differently to 
the extent their parents provide them with emotional support 
as an expression of parental responsiveness. These are some 
substantiating statements that bear testimony to this: 
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“There are topics I avoid discussing with my mother, 
especially those related to the way my body changes 
and my need as a girl. This is because she will never 
give me honest answers. I preserve this topic to my 
guidance and counselling teacher who is more 
understanding. Sometimes I feel lonely and ashamed as 
a girl because my mother has a tendency of saying 
things to me which would be better left 
unsaid”( Learner, 5; FGD 16). 

“For the last two months, I doubt whether my father 
likes me, because, he always say much about the bad 
things I do, for all this time I have tried to make him 
happy. I feel stressed because of this. I am not even 
doing well in class these days” (Learner, 01; FGD 16). 
The above response from the interviews with the primary 

school learners show that when parents don’t provide the 
child’s emotional needs by responding compassionately to 
the child’s distress, the children tend to respond negatively 
by adopting inappropriate behaviours and other develop 
negative emotional symptom. This finding concurs with that 
of Rosea, Snieckusa and Gilberta (2015) whose findings 
indicated that supportive parenting had the ability to 
empower children to build a range of internal and external 
socio-emotional regulatory skills that promote pro-social 
behaviour.   

Further, the qualitative finding indicated that there was a 
positive relationship between parental trustworthiness as an 
expression of parental responsiveness and the children’s 
development of trust toward the parent. Some supporting 
arguments were: 

“When my mother informs me that she will do 
something, I know she will always do them. Like this 
time she has promised to take me to Nairobi if I worked 
hard in school and Score above 340 marks and stop the 
company of some of my Neighbours’ boys who behave 
badly. These days I rill works hard to keep to what my 
mother wants” (Learner, 4; FGD 13). 
The above statement from the focused group discussion 

with the primary school children shows that parental-child 
trustworthiness was crucial in the child’s development of 
socially acceptable standards. In particular, when there is 
strong parent-child trustworthiness, children tend to obey 
their parents and behave in a manner that makes their parents 
happy. This finding is supported with that of Mun (2016) 
who found that parenting rearing practises characterised with 
parental emotional understanding and control was associated 
with emotional competencies and adoption of prosocial 
behaviours among students.  

The study in addition established a link between perceived 
parental physical support as an expression of parental 
responsiveness and children’s behavioural reputations and 
self-control. To support this general finding, the guidance 
and counselling teacher during the interview observed that: 

“Children require physical support from their 
parents by providing them with enough books, pen and 

good clothes. For example, girls can misbehave when 
their parents fail to provide them with their daily need. 
Like one day I was informed by class seven teacher that 
there was a girl who refused to do manual work in 
school. We came to realise that the girl behaved in that 
manner because she was wearing a torn dress which 
made it difficult for to move free” (Guidance and 
counselling teacher, 11). 
The above response from the in-depth interview with the 

guidance and counselling teacher indicated that low parental 
responsiveness in terms of parental support was linked to 
more behaviour problems and negative self evaluation 
among adolescent. This finding concurs with that of April 
(2011) whose overall results revealed that parental moral 
values were negatively and significantly predictive of 
adolescent delinquent behaviour.  

4. Conclusions and Recommendations 
Drawing from the present study’s findings, it can be 

concluded that families represent the primary setting in 
which most children’s lives are shaped and determined. 
Central to the process of the socialisation of children are the 
parental nurturing practises which is characterised with 
responsiveness. Within these family contexts, children 
gradually internalise social standards and expectations which 
facilitate self regulation skills and responsibility. To a larger 
extent, the absence parental responsiveness was found to 
foster behavioural maladjustment among students in learning 
institution and home.  

Further, it can be concluded that parental responsiveness 
is a significant predictor of behavioural adjustment among 
primary school pupils. However with a lot of concern, the 
findings of the present study indicate that a good number of 
parents were not responsible hence they did not provide their 
children with a healthy social and emotional environment 
that would facilitate well adjusted behaviours among their 
children. However, children growing up in a positive home 
environment characterised with parental responsiveness 
were less likely to indulge in risk taking behaviour. In this 
regard, parental responsiveness was found as one of the 
necessary emotional component for parent-child interaction. 
Therefore, children need parental emotional support, 
trustworthiness, understanding and physical support as they 
navigate various developmental challenges and tasks. On the 
same note, it can be concluded that children who are raised in 
families where parents are unresponsive, their children were 
more prone to suffer from social and emotional 
incompetence.  

In light of the findings that parental responsiveness 
predicted pupils behavioural adjustment in the current study, 
the study recommends that The board of management of 
primary school, teacher and government should organize 
seminars that will equip parents with skills of provide 
emotional support to their children by responding 
compassionately when their children are distressed and take 
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time to understanding their children’s emotions, feelings, 
beliefs and desires.  
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