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Who Affects Us More: Parents or Peers? 

 
1
 Researchers did a study of children whose 

families had recently immigrated to the U.S.  

They found that these children almost never 

spoke English with the accent of their 

parents.  But if their friends spoke with an 

accent, then they were more likely to do the 

same.  Psychologist Judith Harris, in her 

book The Nurturing Assumption, gives the 

examples of an ESL class in which there 

were only a few Russian-speaking students 

but many Spanish speakers.  These children 

from Russia would speak English with 

Spanish accents. 

 
2
 Harris tells the story above to explain the 

importance of peers.  The central question 

that Harris asks in her book is: how do 

children learn to behave like normal people 

in a society?  Her answer is that they learn 

this from their peers rather than their 

parents.  (Your peers are people who are 

about the same age or from the same 

generation as you.) 

 
3 

Children want other children to approve of 

them.  They wear the types of clothes other 

children wear and even speak the language 

(for example, slang) that is similar to their 

peers, not their parents. It’s from 

experiences with peers that children learn 

how to solve conflicts (for example, 

arguments), how to earn respect and how to 

control their anger.  This makes sense 

because in the future, they will be working 

with and marrying people from their own 

generation, not their parents’ one.  If 

children want to “survive” as adults, they 

will need to identify with their peer group, 

not their parents. 

 
4 

Harris refers to research to support the idea 

that peers have more influence on each other 

than their parents do. Studies looked at 

neighborhoods where there were a lot of 

crimes committed by young people.  (These 

types of young people are called 

delinquents.)   Not surprisingly, kids who 

grow up in these types of neighborhoods are 

more likely to get into trouble.  However, 

researchers found that when these 

delinquents moved out of these 

neighborhoods with their families to better 

ones, they got into less trouble.  Their 

parents were with them in both 

neighborhoods, so the only thing that 

changed was who their peers were.  In other 

words, a child is better off living in a family 

that has a lot problems but are in a good 

neighborhood than living in a good family in 

a troubled neighborhood.  

 
5
 According to Harris, if parents affect 

children’s personality and intelligence skills, 

then children who are adopted should be 

similar to their adoptive parents.  But they 

are not. Studies show that there is no 

connection between the personality traits 

and habits of adopted children and their 

adopted parents. For example, she looked at 

teenagers’ smoking habits.  Harris’ explains 

that if parents really influence their children 

to smoke, then there should be an increase in 

adopted children who smoke if their 

adoptive parents smoke.  However, there 

isn’t.  Researchers have found that if we 

want to predict whether or not a teenager 

will become a smoker, it’s better to look at 

whether or not the teenager’s friends smoke.  

That is a better predictor than whether the 

teenager’s parents smoke. 

 
6
 As mentioned above, Harris argues that 

what our parents do affect our personalities 

but much less than what our peers do.  When 

a child gets into a lot of trouble, we can’t 

completely blame the parents. Similarly, 

when children turn out to be good, parents 

shouldn’t take much of the credit.  Harris 

believes peers are very influential factors.  
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Pre-discussion Exercise 1 

Answer True (T) or False (F) according to information in the article. 

___ 1) Children who immigrate to the U.S. will probably speak with the accent of their peers 

rather than the accent of their parents. 

___ 2) For children, it’s important that other children accept them. 

___ 3) If a child often has fights with peers, he’ll learn how to stop doing that from his 

parents.  

___ 4) Parents are the best role models for showing children how to get along with their peers. 

___ 5) The delinquents’ behavior improved after they moved to a better neighborhood. 

___ 6) The personalities and habits of children who are adopted become a lot like their 

adopted parents. 

___ 7) Teenagers are influenced to smoke more by their peers than by their parents. 

___ 8) Children get into trouble mostly because their parents were not good at parenting. 
 

Pre-discussion Exercise 2 

Think about these discussion questions.  You don’t have to write anything. 

Most of these questions are about when you were between 13 and 18 years old.   

 

1. When you were between 13 and 18 years old, who did you like to spend your time with the 

most?  (Tell the name or names.)   

2. At that age, what did you do with that person or people when you were together? Tell us some 

specific things that you did together. 

3. At that age, did your parents often praise you?  In other words, did they tell you when they 

were happy about something you did?  Give some examples. 

4. Was it important to you that your parents praised you? 

5. Think about the clothes you wore.  Do you think that your parents or your peers influenced 

your choice of clothes? 

6. Did you use language (for example, slang) with your peers that was different from the 

language your parents used? 

7. Did you have any peers who behaved, or dressed, or talked more like an adult than a peer?  

Describe them.  Did you like them? 

8. Did you have any friends who had bad behavior?  Do you think that they influenced you? 

9. Which of these statements would you choose if you could only choose one? (1) My parent 

respect me, but my peers don’t, or (2) My peers respect me, but my parents don’t. 

10. Tell us about the neighborhood that you lived in. 

11. Do you think your peers in your neighborhood influenced how you behaved? 

12. Do you know anyone who was your age who smoked?  Tell us their names. 

13. Do you think that they were influenced to smoke because of their parents or peers? 

14. Do you agree with this sentence from paragraph 6? “When a child gets into a lot of trouble, 

we can’t completely blame the parents.” 

15. Do you think that your personality changed because of your peers? 

16. Do you think that your parents will influence you when you choose someone to marry? 

17. Do you think your peers had more influence on you than your parents? 
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Small-group Discussion: Who Affects Us More: Parents or Peers? 
 

Student A 

Directions: Read these questions to your partners and respond to theirs. 

1. This is a discussion question.  We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions.  
When you were between 13 and 18 years old, who did you like to spend your time with the 

most?  (Tell the name or names.)   

4. According to the article, what are some things that children do to get the approval of 

other children? 

7. Was it important to you that your parents praised you? 

10. This is a discussion question.  Did you have any peers who behaved, or dressed, or talked 

more like an adult than a peer?  Describe them.  Did you like them? 

13. Don’t look at the article when you answer this question.  The article tells about 

some research about delinquents and their neighborhoods.  What did the research find? 

16. Why did the article talk about adopted children and their adopted parents? 

19. This is a discussion question. Do you agree with this sentence from paragraph 6? “When a 

child gets into a lot of trouble, we can’t completely blame the parents.” 

22. This is a discussion question. Do you think your peers had more influence on you than 

your parents? 

 

Post-Discussion Discussion 

 

While you wait for other groups to finish, you talk about one of these: 

a) Was there anything in this article that surprised you or that you don’t agree with or that 

you found very interesting? 

 

b) Do you think that you would raise your children differently from the way your parents 

raised you? 

 

c) Think of a different topic and discuss it. 
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Small-group Discussion: Who Affects Us More: Parents or Peers? 
 

Student B 

Directions: Read these questions to your partners and respond to theirs. 

2. This is a discussion question.  We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions.  At 

that age, what did you do with that person or people when you were together? Tell us some 

specific things that you did together. 

5. This is a discussion question.  Think about the clothes you wore when you were between 13 

and 18.  Do you think that your parents or your peers influenced your choice of clothes? 

8. According to the article, who do children learn how to control their anger from: parents 

or peers? 

11. This is a discussion question.  Did you have any friends who had bad behavior?  Do you 

think that they influenced you? 

14. This is a discussion question.  Tell us about the neighborhood that you lived in. 

17. This is a discussion question.  Do you know anyone who was your age who smoked?  Tell 

us their names. 

20. This is a discussion question.  Do you think that your personality changed because of your 

peers? 

23. Let’s check our True False answers in Pre-Discussion Exercise 2. 

 

Post-Discussion Discussion 

 

While you wait for other groups to finish, you talk about one of these: 

a) Was there anything in this article that surprised you or that you don’t agree with or that 

you found very interesting? 

 

b) Do you think that you would raise your children differently from the way your parents 

raised you? 

 

c) Think of a different topic and discuss it. 
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Small-group Discussion: Who Affects Us More: Parents or Peers? 
 

Student C 

Directions: Read these questions to your partners and respond to theirs. 

3. According to the article, why did the children from Russia speak English with a Spanish 

accent? 

6. This is a discussion question.  At that age, did your parents often praise you?  In other words, 

did they tell you when they were happy about something you did?  Give some examples. 

7. Was it important to you that your parents praised you? 

9. Why do you think they learn anger control from their peers? 

12. This is a discussion question.  Which of these statements would you choose if you could 

only choose one? (1) My parent respect me, but my peers don’t, or (2) My peers respect me, 

but my parents don’t. 

15. Do you think your peers in your neighborhood influenced how you behaved? 

18. Do you think that they were influenced to smoke because of their parents or peers? 

21. This is a discussion question.  Do you think that your parents will influence you when you 

choose someone to marry? 

 

Post-Discussion Discussion 

 

While you wait for other groups to finish, you talk about one of these: 

a) Was there anything in this article that surprised you or that you don’t agree with or that 

you found very interesting? 

 

b) Do you think that you would raise your children differently from the way your parents 

raised you? 

 

c) Think of a different topic and discuss it. 


