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Abstract
Social development may vary depending on contextual factors, such as attending a 
day school or a boarding school. The present study compares students from these 
school types with regard to the achievement of specific social goals, perceived social 
support, and reported prosocial behaviour. A sample of 701 students was examined. 
Students from boarding schools reported higher success in gaining autonomy from 
parents and forming romantic relationships than students from day schools. However, 
adolescents from day schools reported higher levels of peer-group integration than 
students from boarding schools. Compared with students from day schools, students 
from boarding schools perceived more support from their teachers, but less support 
from their parents. No difference in prosocial behaviour was found between the 
two groups. We conclude that some students from boarding schools need support 
in gaining access to a peer group. In addition, measures are suggested for promoting 
parental support of students from boarding schools.
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Social Relationships in Students From Boarding Schools

During adolescence, peers become increasingly important (e.g., Steinberg, 2014). This is 
reflected in some typical adolescent development goals, such as becoming independent 
from parents, connecting with a peer group, and forming close friendships and a 
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romantic relationship (see Wenxin, Lingling, Lingin, & Nurmi, 2006). According to the 
peer socialization theory by Harris (1995), peers are more important than parents for 
some aspects of personality development, such as developing group-related competence. 
When adolescents attend a boarding school, they are placed in a context where a lot of 
time is spent with peers.

Boarding schools provide a semi-permanent institution for education and living 
accommodation for students (Chang, 2011) and are mostly based on the Youth 
Protection Law (White, 2004). In Germany, there are approximately 240 boarding 
schools (Boarding School Finder, 2014). Boarding schools have different benefactors, 
such as registered associations (in the case of German “Rural School Halls of 
Residence”; RSHRs) or the Protestant and Catholic Church grounded in Christian 
attitudes. School fees for large proportions of students from some RSHRs are financed 
by Youth Welfare Offices because of their role in addressing a child’s serious problems 
at home or in their previous school. However, such students can also be found in other 
kinds of boarding schools (Esser, 2006). In Germany, “elite” boarding schools are the 
exception. Different reasons may lead parents to send their children to boarding 
schools. In Western countries, the most known reasons are parental mobility (e.g., liv-
ing abroad), problems in regular school placements or at home, and maintenance or 
improvement of social status (by sending children to prestigious schools; White, 
2004). In contrast, some parents might send their children to a boarding school, 
because of large distance between their place of living and the location of schools.

Bronfenbrenner (1970) highlighted that development takes place in social contexts, 
which provide different opportunities for the achievement of development goals. The 
boarding school environment provides a particular ecological context in the socializa-
tion process that differs in some respects from the context of day schools. Boarding 
schools offer special facilities and activities such as sports facilities, library, cultural 
projects, or continuing education courses. Furthermore, adolescents from boarding 
schools spend more time with peers and less time with parents than adolescents from 
day schools do. Therefore, the comparison of adolescents from boarding schools and 
day schools provides interesting insights into the role of social contexts for adolescent 
development.

Very few studies have compared social relationships of adolescents from boarding 
schools and day schools (Little, Kohm, & Thompson, 2005). Martin, Papworth, Ginns, 
and Liem (2014) showed that Australian students from boarding and day schools did 
not differ in the perception of their relationship with peers and teachers, but students 
from day schools reported a better relationship with their parents than students from 
day schools did. An Israeli study examined social relationships in terms of family cli-
mate and found no differences in the perception of family climate between students 
from boarding schools and day schools (Shulman & Prechter, 1989). Furthermore, the 
study found some evidence for family-related risk factors (e.g., separation or divorce 
of parents) being more prevalent in students from boarding schools than in their peers 
from day schools. With regard to romantic/sexual relationships, some African studies 
showed that adolescents from boarding schools had less sexual experience than ado-
lescents from day schools (Kenya: Kabiru & Orpinas, 2009), and women from board-
ing schools had fewer sexual partners than women from day schools (Ghana: Afenyadu 
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& Goparaju, 2003). However, it is not clear whether these results could be generalized 
to other cultural contexts.

With regard to prosocial behaviour, Martin et al. (2014) found that students from 
boarding schools were more likely to be involved in prosocial activities, such as com-
munity service and volunteering, than students from day schools. In contrast, Australian 
students from boarding schools reported less prosocial behaviour than the total sample 
of students from different school types (Lester & Cross, 2014; Lester & Mander, 
2015). Finally, studies from Spain (Garcia & Monteoliva, 2000; Sanchez & Martinez, 
2001, 2007) found that adolescents from boarding schools showed less empathy and 
had more adjustment problems than adolescents from day schools.

Transitioning to and staying in a boarding school could be expected to have an 
impact on social relationships and psychosocial development in general: A boarding 
school may provide a greater variety of educational opportunities and often provides 
better care than a day school (Esser, 2006). However, living in a boarding school is 
also associated with separation from parents, former friends, and familiar surround-
ings. Contact with peers plays a particularly important role for adolescents at boarding 
schools, and teachers or educators assume a greater role in students’ socialization com-
pared with teachers from day schools (Bronfenbrenner, 1970; Martin et al., 2014). In 
addition, more stringent restrictions may be in place in boarding schools than in day 
schools, for example, regarding going out, cell phone use, or alcohol prohibitions 
(White, 2004), and there is less privacy in comparison with the parental home.

Research Questions

The present study focuses on aspects of social relationships of students from boarding 
schools and day schools, which have not been well examined until now. This compari-
son provides important insights in how variations in the availability of parents and 
peers may affect adolescent social development. In addition, the study provides knowl-
edge on the role of teachers as sources of support if students do not have daily contact 
with their parents.

Boarding students spend more time with peers and less time with their parents than 
students from day schools do. This could promote the development of friendships and 
peer-group membership. Furthermore, they are separated from their parents during the 
school term, which could promote their development of autonomy. Therefore, the first 
research question asked whether students from boarding schools would report greater suc-
cess in achieving the goals “gaining autonomy from parents,” “belonging to a group of 
peers,” “having a close friend,” and “forming a romantic relationship” than students from 
day schools.

Students from boarding schools spend comparatively less time with their parents 
and more time with teachers and educators than students from day schools, which 
could affect the availability of support from these sources. Therefore, the second 
research question asked whether students from boarding schools perceive more social 
support from teachers and less social support from their parents in comparison with 
students from day schools.

Martin et al. (2014) found that students from boarding schools were more likely to 
be involved in prosocial activities, while Lester and Mander (2015) observed that 
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students from boarding schools reported less prosocial behaviour than students from 
day schools. Given the inconsistent results of previous studies, we could not state a 
specific hypothesis with regard to group differences in prosocial behaviour. Thus, an 
undirected research question was formulated. The third research question asked 
whether German students from boarding schools and day schools report different lev-
els of prosocial behaviour.

Finally, according to Bronfenbrenner (1970), more time spent with peers may pro-
vide more opportunities for achieving peer-related goals, and spending less time with 
parents could promote autonomy development. Therefore, the fourth research ques-
tion asked whether students from boarding schools who spend their weekends with 
peers at dormitories show higher levels of success in achieving the goals “gaining 
autonomy from parents,” “belonging to a group of peers,” “having a close friend,” and 
“forming a romantic relationship” than students from boarding schools who spend 
their weekends in their parental homes.

Method

Participants

The present study included 12- to 19-year-old students from nine German boarding 
schools and six day schools that were randomly chosen. All participants were students 
from the highest school track. The Ethics Committee of the German Psychological 
Society approved the study. After receiving permission from the school boards, par-
ents, and adolescents, we asked the students to complete a questionnaire in their 
classes.

In total, 723 adolescents participated; 22 of them were excluded from the analyses 
because of being too young (11 years; n = 2) or too old (20 years; n = 3) or because 
information was missing on relevant study variables. For example, we did not include 
11-year-old students because they might be too young for forming romantic relation-
ships. The response rate was approximately 83%. The final sample included 297 ado-
lescents from boarding schools and 404 adolescents from day schools. The two groups 
of students differed in nearly all assessed socio-demographic variables (Table 1). 
Adolescents from boarding schools were, on average, older, more likely male, and 
their parents had more often completed the highest school track. Thus, we controlled 
for these variables in our analyses.

Measures

Social goals.  To assess the attainment of social goals, we used items from the Develop-
ment Task Questionnaire (DTQ) by Seiffge-Krenke (1998). Each participant was 
asked to assess his or her perceived current developmental states (“How far along are 
you in attaining this goal at this time?”) on 3-point Likert-type scales (1 = not yet 
started, 2 = still in progress, 3 = already finished). In the present study, we used the 
following social goals: autonomy from parents (be independent of my parents), peer-
group integration (belong to a group of peers), close friendship (have a good friend 
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with whom I can talk about almost anything), and romantic relationship (have a 
romantic relationship). Support for the concurrent validity of the items (e.g., correla-
tions with related measures of the quality of friendship and romantic relationships) has 
been reported (Pinquart & Pfeiffer, 2013).

Social support.  We used a modified version of the subscales Perceived Emotional Sup-
port and Perceived Instrumental Support from the Berlin Social Support Scales (Schulz 
& Schwarzer, 2003). Six out of the eight items were asked with regard to support from 
peers, parents, and teachers. Answers were marked on a 4-point Likert-type scale rang-
ing from 1 (totally wrong) to 4 (totally true). A sample item is, “Those people really like 
me.” In the present study, internal consistency (coefficient alpha) was .91 for perceived 
parental support, .88 for teacher support, and .89 for peer support. Evidence for the 
predictive validity of this measure is provided by Schulz and Schwarzer (2003).

Prosocial behaviour.  We applied the subscale prosocial behaviour of the Strengths and 
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 2001). Positive attributes were assessed 
using five items referring to the past 6 months (with 0 = not true, 1 = somewhat true, 
2 = certainly true). A sample item is, “I try to be nice to other people. I care about their 
feelings.” In the present study, coefficient alpha was .63. The scale shows construct, 
concurrent, and predictive validity (e.g., Goodman, 2001; Malti, Gummerum, Keller, 
& Buchmann, 2009).

Socio-demographic variables.  These characteristics were assessed with single-item indi-
cators: age (in years), gender (0 = male, 1 = female), habitation (0 = living with par-
ents, 1 = living in boarding school), father’s and mother’s educational attainment  
(0 = did not completed highest school track, 1 = completed highest school track), 
parental divorce (0 = yes, 1 = no), and weekend accommodation (0 = at home, 1 = at 
boarding school).

Table 1.  Characteristics of the Sample and Test for Between-Group Differences in Socio-
Demographic Variables.

 

Total  
sample

Adolescents 
living with their 

parents

Adolescents 
living in boarding 

schools

F(1, 700) η2M SD % M SD % M SD %

Age 15.41 1.87 15.00 1.66 15.98 2.00 50.62*** .07
Female gender 46.6 55.4 34.7 30.80*** .04
Father’s completion of 

highest school track
68.4 61.1 78.4 35.71*** .05

Mother’s completion of 
highest school track

64.6 55.2 77.1 37.42*** .05

n 701 404 297  

Note. η2 = variance explained by group membership.
***p < .001.
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Results

First, to test for between-group differences in the attainment of social goals, we used 
MANCOVA with boarding school as independent variable. Covariates were age, gen-
der, and educational status of parents, and the dependent variables were the perceived 
attainment of the four assessed social goals (autonomy from parents, peer-group inte-
gration, close friendship, and romantic relationship).

We found a main effect of boarding school, F(4, 671) = 10.73, p < .001, η2 = .06. 
Students from boarding schools reported higher levels of success in gaining autonomy 
from parents and forming romantic relationships than students from day schools (Table 2). 
However, students from day schools perceived greater success in belonging to a peer 
group. No between-group difference was found with regard to close friendship. The effect 
sizes can be interpreted as small to very small (Cohen, 1992).

To analyse between-group differences in perceived support, we computed a second 
MANCOVA with the aforementioned independent and control variables. We used 
social support from peers, parents, and teachers as dependent variables. We found a 
main effect for boarding school, F(3, 684) = 32.64, p < .001; η2 = .13. Post hoc analy-
sis showed between-group differences in support from parents and teachers, but no 
difference in support from peers. Students from boarding schools perceived less sup-
port from parents than students from day schools while the reverse was true with 
regard to support from teachers (Table 2). Nonetheless, as indicated by the non-over-
lap of the 95% confidence intervals, students from boarding schools, similar to those 
from day schools, perceived less support from their teachers than from their parents 
and peers (Table 2).

For prosocial behaviour, a univariate ANCOVA was computed with the aforemen-
tioned independent and control variables. We found no significant difference between 
the groups, F(1, 691) = .27, ns; Table 2.

Finally, we tested whether the perceived attainment of the four social goals in stu-
dents from boarding schools differed between those who spend their weekends in the 
parental home and those who stay in boarding schools at the weekend. In the sub-
sample of students from boarding schools, we calculated a MANCOVA with the inde-
pendent variable weekend accommodation (with parents vs. at boarding school) and 
the covariates gender and educational status of parents, which differed between the 
two groups. Attainment of the social goals was used as the dependent variable. We 
found no main effect of the independent variable, F(4, 261) = 1.68, ns. Nonetheless, 
post hoc tests showed a significant difference in the field of close friendship, F(1, 264) 
= 3.09, pone-tailed < .05; η2 = .01. Students who stay in a boarding school at the weekend 
reported higher levels of success in developing close friendships than their classmates 
who spend the weekends at the parental home (Mweekend stay = 2.16 vs. Mhome stay = 2.05).

Discussion

The present study found that students from boarding schools perceived greater success 
in gaining autonomy from parents and forming romantic relationships than students 
from day schools. In contrast, adolescents from day schools reported higher levels of 
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success in gaining access to a peer group than adolescents from boarding schools. 
Compared with students from day schools, students from boarding schools perceived 
more social support from their teachers but less support from their parents. Perceptions 
of social support from peers and self-reports of prosocial behaviour did not differ 
between students from boarding schools and day schools. Finally, we found that stu-
dents from boarding schools who stayed at school at weekends reported higher levels 
of success in forming close friendships than students from boarding schools who spent 
their weekends at the parental home. Although between-group differences in teacher 
support were of moderate size, other between-group differences tended to be small 
(Cohen, 1992).

The higher levels of success in gaining autonomy from parents and forming a 
romantic relationship reported by boarding school students were in line with our 
expectations, thus indicating that boarding schools may promote independence from 
parents and developing social relationships with peers. Nonetheless, we cannot rule 
out that between-group differences in autonomy may have already existed before stu-
dents changed to a boarding school as young people who are highly dependent upon 
their parents may be less willing to attend a boarding school. Our findings regarding 
romantic relationships seem to contradict the results of African studies, where students 
from boarding schools reported fewer sexual experiences than students from day 
schools (Afenyadu & Goparaju, 2003; Kabiru & Orpinas, 2009). The differences 
between the studies may be, first, based on the use of different outcome variables as 
we assessed romantic relationships rather than sexual contacts. Second, Kabiru and 

Table 2.  Differences in Perceived Attainment of Goals and Social Support Between 
Adolescents From Boarding Schools and Day Schools.

Adolescents 
from boarding 
schools (SD) 95% CI

Adolescents 
from day 

schools (SD) 95% CI F(1, 678) η2

Peer-group 
integration

2.70 (.50) [2.64, 2.76] 2.84 (.50) [2.79, 2.89] 12.13*** .02

Autonomy from 
parents

2.14 (.61) [2.07, 2.21] 1.88 (.60) [1.82, 1.94] 28.52*** .04

Romantic 
relationship

2.04 (.77) [1.95, 2.13] 1.92 (.92) [1.84, 2.00] 3.90* .01

Close friendship 2.76 (.52) [2.70, 2.82] 2.81 (.62) [2.76, 2.86] 1.26 .00
Social support from 

parents
3.49 (.63) [3.42, 3.57] 3.66 (.62) [3.60, 3.73] 11.57*** .02

Social support from 
teachers

2.41 (.72) [2.32, 2.49] 1.93 (.70) [1.86, 1.99] 72.53*** .10

Social support from 
peers

3.54 (.55) [3.48, 3.61] 3.60 (.54) [3.54, 3.64] 1.23 .00

Prosocial behaviour 2.47 (.36) [2.42, 2.49] 2.45 (.36) [2.43, 2.51] 0.27 .00

Note. 95% CI = 95% confidence interval of the mean; η2 = variance explained by group membership.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
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Orpinas (2009) reported that—in contrast to the participating German boarding 
schools—many African boarding schools are not coeducational, which limits opportu-
nities for forming romantic and sexual relationships. Finally, African boarding schools 
might be stricter with regard to romantic and/or sexual relationships than German 
boarding schools.

The observed lack of between-group difference in forming close friendships may 
be based on a ceiling effect as students from both kinds of schools reported high suc-
cess rates. Previous studies have shown that it is easier to develop a close friendship 
than a romantic relationship or a peer group (Pfeiffer & Pinquart, 2011).

Interestingly, adolescents from day schools reported higher levels of success with 
peer-group membership than adolescents from boarding schools. In principle, adoles-
cents may gain access to peer groups with students from their school or with adoles-
cents from outside their school. As students from boarding schools spend a lot of their 
spare time with other students from their school, they may have restricted opportuni-
ties for finding a peer group from outside if they do not gain access to peer groups 
within their school. This may be a particular problem for some students from boarding 
schools as students from boarding schools experience more relational victimization 
than students from day schools, such as being excluded from group activities (Pfeiffer 
& Pinquart, 2014).

The observed lower levels of parental support of students from boarding schools as 
compared with day schools may be based on the lower availability of parents during the 
time spent at school and/or problematic family relationships, which might even have led 
to living in a boarding school in the first place (Handford, Mattison, Humphrey, & 
McLaughlin, 1986). Although Martin et al. (2014) reported that students from boarding 
schools and day schools did not differ in the perception of the relationship with their 
teachers in general, the present study found much higher levels of perceived teacher sup-
port in students from boarding schools than in students from day schools. Although 
teachers may offer more support to students from boarding schools, this may not be suf-
ficient to get along better with these teachers in general. Alternatively, the quality of the 
teacher–student relationships may have been better in the participating German boarding 
schools than in the Australian boarding schools assessed by Martin et al. (2014).

We did not find significant group differences in prosocial behaviour. As the results 
of previous studies were inconsistent (Garcia & Monteoliva, 2000; Lester & Mander, 
2015; Martin et al., 2014; Sanchez & Martinez, 2001, 2007), between-group differ-
ences may be found if one kind of school implements particular measures aimed at 
promoting prosocial behaviour, such as participation in voluntary community service 
(Martin et al., 2014), or if students with low levels of prosocial behaviour and high 
levels of antisocial behaviour are more likely to be sent to a boarding school (Sanchez 
& Martinez, 2001). The lack of between-group differences in prosocial behaviour may 
also have been caused by the low internal consistency of the SDQ subscale that has 
been used in the present study.

Finally, students from boarding schools who spend their weekends at home and 
those who stay in boarding school differed only with regard to perceived success in 
forming close friendships. Spending a lot of time with peers during the weekend pro-
vides more opportunities for developing friendships. In contrast, spending the 
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weekend at boarding school may not be as beneficial for forming peer groups if large 
numbers of the potential peer-group members spend their weekends at the parental 
home. Furthermore, spending the weekend at boarding school may not promote suc-
cess in forming romantic relationships, as these relationships were in any case not very 
widespread among younger participants of our study. Furthermore, the availability of 
telephone and Internet could have reduced the size of group differences, because elec-
tronic media help students from boarding schools maintain contact with their peers 
when they spend the weekend at the parental home.

Limitations and Conclusion

The present study has some limitations. First, results of our study may not be able to 
be generalized to other countries with other criteria for access to boarding schools. 
Second, we included only subjects from the highest school track that gives access to 
university after completing school. Nonetheless, this kind of boarding school is most 
common in Germany. Third, only adolescents’ self-reported data were available. 
Nevertheless, there is empirical support for the validity of the measures (e.g., Goodman, 
2001; Pinquart & Pfeiffer, 2013; Schulz & Schwarzer, 2003). Fourth, some additional 
aspects of social relationships were not assessed in the present study, such as attach-
ment to parents or the quality of friendships and romantic relationships. Fifth, although 
we controlled for group differences in the most common socio-demographic variables, 
students from boarding schools and day schools may also have differed in other, more 
subtle variables that have not been assessed in the present study.

Despite these limitations, we can conclude from the present study that students from 
boarding schools and day schools differ in their social relationships, and that different 
school contexts are beneficial for developing and maintaining some kinds of social 
relationships and detrimental for other kinds. As students from boarding school reported 
more problems in gaining access to a peer group, they may benefit from measures 
aimed at developing peer groups such as increasing extracurricular group activities and 
cooperative learning within classes (Slavin, 1995). In addition, Van den Berg, Segers, 
and Cillessen (2011) showed that rearranging the classroom ecology (seating least liked 
students close together) promoted improvements in likeability in the most disliked stu-
dents. Furthermore, although teachers from boarding schools should be aware that stu-
dents perceive much higher levels of teacher support than students from regular schools, 
they should not overestimate their importance as a source of support: Students from 
boarding schools (still) perceived their parents and peers as more important sources of 
support than their teachers. Regarding perceived parental support, the present results 
indicate that parents of students from boarding schools could do more to develop and 
maintain supportive relationships with their children, such as increasing the number of 
visits to the boarding school and the number of weekends their children spend at the 
parental home, or communicating more frequently with their children.

Future studies are needed to investigate media use, for example, of skype and 
smartphones, in boarding schools to examine the opportunities and limitations of 
media use for promoting parental support of students from boarding schools. 
Furthermore, studies are needed to explore in detail the romantic relationships in 
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boarding schools and how rules might affect contacts in general and sexual relation-
ships in particular. Given some heterogeneous results across different countries, cross-
cultural studies are needed, aimed at identifying the reasons for these differences.
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