Steps towards sustainable student
support: Stressors among international
high school students living in a boarding
house

about teenagers who recently moved across the world to live
in a boarding house and start at a competitive international
school? This study aimed to discover what stressors boarding
students at an international school experience through a
literature research and 15 semi-structured interviews with
that the boarders experience a wide variety of boarding-, peer, and school-related stressors. Interventions are suggested to
address the mentioned stressors and to help the school design
effective programs to promote student wellbeing.
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INTRODUCTION
Adolescence is a critical time in child development. It is a time where one starts
to make one’s choices independently (Reyna, Chapman, Dougherty, & Confrey,
2012). Bandura’s (1977) observational learning theory explains that people imitate
adolescence, these social role models tend to be one’s peers, especially one’s
friends (McWhirter, McWhirter, McWhirter, & McWhirter, 2013). Thus, living with
one’s peers rather than one’s parents is likely to have large impact on adolescent
development.
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Attending a boarding school in a foreign country during one’s high school
environment free of challenges. Mead’s (1928) sociocultural theory of adolescence
that one’s environment determines the type of stressors adolescents experience
more than the genetic processes that take place during puberty. Mead’s theory
illustrates that ‘typical’ stressors in adolescence can take on a new meaning in a
boarding school. By illustration, falling in love, developing intimate friendships,
and exploring one’s identity are common during adolescence (Bauminger, FinziDottan, Chason, & Har-Even, 2008; Kerpelman et al., 2012). The intensity of these
intensity may be true for other adolescent experiences, such as bullying, depression,
mental disorders are prevalent during adolescence, such as anxiety and mood
disorders, eating disorders and adjustment disorder (Mann et al., 2011; Swanson,
Crow, Le Grange, Swendsen, & Merikangas, 2011; Pelkonen, Marttunen, Henriksson,
& Lönnqvist, 2007). These disorders can all be explained by the diathesis-stress
model, which states that a particular genetic predisposition may only result in the
disorder if one is exposed to environmental stressors (Wilmshurst, 2011). Living in a
amount or type of stressors.
high school student results in several potentially stressful changes (Wannebo
& Wichstrøm, 2010). Wannebo and Wichstrøm found that these stressful
changes lead to internalizing problems among girls. In a comparison of day and
residential students, boarding students are at an increased risk for psychological
immigrating to foreign countries without their parents often experience culture
shock and homesickness (Tartatovsky, 2007). A study with American college

& Whalen, 2005). Acculturative stress, homesickness, and roommate living are
Most residential schools unfortunately do not recognize the importance of this
and rely on student resiliency as well as empathy of their residential and teaching
school in Europe decided to initiate a research project investigate their students’
psychological and emotional needs so that these can be addressed through a school-

The particular school where this study takes place is not a regular international
school. The school educates over 500 students from 85 nationalities, aged 2-19. It
recently opened a boarding house, where 100 students who take the International
Baccalaureate (IB), a two-year pre-university program, live. All students in the
These students have left their homes to come to this school and had to pass a
highly competitive selection process. This study aims to investigate what stressors
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It is
based on semi-structured interviews with three recent graduates and twelve current
students, as well as literature research.
Findings about the stressors experienced by residential students at this
particular school may be generalizable to those of boarders at other (international)
boarding schools. This study encourages other schools to consider the stressors
experienced by their students and design health interventions.
are no published studies on psychological wellbeing of adolescents who had to go
through rigorous selections before being able to go to an international boarding
they personally chose to attend boarding school and had to compete for a place,
insight in the stressors of boarders at this particular school and will extend the
Psychology, and Pedagogy.

METHODS
Pilot Needs Assessment

A needs assessment is a study of what is happening and what should be happening,
with regards to a target population and situation (Gilmore & Campbell, 2005). It is
important to be aware of a community’s strengths and weaknesses, as this can help
health educators design interventions that will maximize the community’s unique
resources (Bartholomew et al., 2011). This study will function as a pilot for a larger
quantitative needs assessment.
Data Collection

A qualitative research methodology is opted for, as no prior research has been
understand the mental health situation from the view of the boarders, as main
stakeholders. Qualitative methods are ideal for exploring their needs from an
unbiased perspective.
Explorative interviews were conducted with three recent graduates to
investigate relevant topics. The pilot interviews raised awareness of stressors such
as the competitive environment, misunderstandings with teachers, roommate
literature research, which provided guidelines for the development of the interview
guidelines for individual, semi-structured interviews with twelve current students.
Individual interviews were used so that the students would feel comfortable enough
to freely share their thoughts, as psychological wellbeing can be a sensitive topic.
To recruit participants, the headmaster to posted a recruitment message on the
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represented eleven nationalities: six from the Americas (Latin America, North
America, and the Caribbean), four from Europe (both Western/Eastern), and two
The interviews were conducted in a room at the boarding house. Interviews
were recorded. No one withdrew participation or refused to answer certain
questions. Students were compensated with
. Each interview lasted 2030 minutes.
Ethical Considerations

To ensure student anonymity, all names were changed into gender-neutral ones

informed consent was given (in the case of minors by the headmaster). This study
is part of a research line approved by the Research Ethics Board of the Faculty of
Psychology and Neuroscience, Maastricht University, nr. ECP -04-09-2012.
Data Analysis

For data analysis, the grounded theory approach was been taken. This approach
creates theory based on generated data and thereby reverses the conventional
formulated based on existing theory (Henwood & Pidgeon, 2003). According to this
created were boarding-related stressors, peer-related stressors, and school-related
stressors. Based on these categories, the interview data was coded and memos were
created. Lastly, a written and pictorial analysis of the emerged themes was done.

RESULTS
Overview of Stressors

These interviews aimed to discover what stresses boarding students at the school.
Table 1 on the next page represents a pictorial overview of these stressors. This model
is simplistic, as it does not represent the interactions between the various stressors,
but it indicates preliminarily what topics in what domains should be addressed for
a health promotion intervention at the school.
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Table 1.
other boarders experience.

Boarding-Related Stressors

The most-mentioned boarding-related stressor is homesickness. Many students
have experienced homesickness. This seems inevitable, given that for the vast
separated from their family. Homesickness also includes missing one’s culture
or home country, such as food or the weather. Overall, homesickness does not

Maastricht Student Journal of Psychology and Neuroscience

57

VAN ALPHEN

too much going on to be homesick. Others characterize it as occasionally missing
home, for example around the holidays. However, a third group says that there are
homesickness as a major reason that one of his/her friends chose to leave the school.
Simone explains that in the beginning it was very hard to be so far away from his/her
family, but that in the second year (s)he somehow got used to this and that it was no
longer such shock not to be able to go home often.
Seven participants say they have (had) issues because of living with roommates.
These issues are very diverse and can be experienced as extremely intense. It can
be the occasional argument, but also a yearlong struggle to live together. A major

participants say that it can also be problematic if there are frequently visitors of the
opposite sex in the room. For instance, if one roommate has a serious relationship
and spends a lot of time with his/her partner, others may feel uncomfortable in
their own room as a result. On the other hand, many participants say how much
they value their roommate relationships, as they have become even better friends by
living together. It appears that roommates are mostly viewed as stressful when the
students are only roommates and not friends. In a typical environment, students
would be able to avoid those who they do not connect with and stay away from
seem almost inevitable.
Four participants say that it can be quite stressful to manage time. It is a
challenge to learn how to decide what to focus on. To illustrate, Riley’s experience:
“I was just not sleeping at all and having a lot of social life and a lot of study
time and just no sleep at all and that was pretty bad.”
Food is seen as a major stressor by four participants. They say that a lot of boarders
food is linked to weight changes that upset the students. Some are gaining a lot of
weight. Riley thinks these gains may be due to students have comfort food either to
compensate for the canteen food or because they are stressed about something else.
Another reason could be that the food is usually fried and very oily, despite it being
steamed in the canteen. On the other hand, Chris feels unable to eat this food and
says the food lacks nutritional value, which results in weight losses. Both types of
weight changes are perceived as stressful.
When almost a hundred students live together in one building in shared
rooms, feelings of a lack of privacy are not surprising. However, the experiences
Spencer, the lack of privacy is experienced as omnipresent and quite intense:
“Your space is not private, your opinion is not private, everything is out for

Lack of sleep also has an impact on the boarders’ lives. Prolonged sleep deprivation
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experience of stress; it mostly makes minor stressors seem very large (Minkel et
such as Beau, it is upsetting to not get the amount of sleep (s)he wants. In Beau’s
case, sleep deprivation can be seen as a stressor in itself. For others, it seems that a
lack of sleep reduces students’ abilities to deal with the demands of the school and
to intensify other stressors. For all, sleep deprivation appears to negatively impact
their daily life.
Only two participants spoke about acculturative stress. Nevertheless, both
claim that many students experience culture shock. This culture shock can be due
to the mix of cultures or the Western host culture. Furthermore, the boarding house
The reason that culture shock is only highlighted by two participants could be due to
the predominantly American and European nationalities of the participants, whose
Africa. On the other hand, it could also be that the boarders come prepared to meet
and learn about other cultures, because they apply to come to the school. Therefore,
they may not experience culture shock as much as other immigrant adolescents who
did not personally chose to leave their home country without their parents.
Peer-Related Stressors

With a small community of teenagers living together, gossip appears inevitable.
Therefore, it is not surprising that six participants say that gossip is commonplace in
the boarding house. Nevertheless, the majority says that the gossip is not intended
to hurt anyone. People talk about each other, as they live in a “bubble”, and very little
stays private. Only two participants say that hurtful gossip is spread at times.
Peer comparison appears to be a major stressor. According to Riley:
“Everyone who came to the boarding house was chosen by a group of people
who wanted to choose the most competitive person. … You’re special in some
way. And not only are you special, you are not okay with being one in the
bunch.”
This quote illustrates the school’s competitive environment. The three main domains
impacted by social comparison are: participation in social service and cultural
activities, academics, and appearance. Within these domains, the comparisons
are driven by the expectations the students have of each other, the (indirectly)
competitive environment, and occasionally by co-rumination. Co-rumination is
the
discussion of personal problems with a friend (Landphair & Preddy,
2012). In adolescent friendships, co-rumination increases the risk of internalizing
symptoms (Rose, Carlson, & Waller, 2007). It seems that discussing problems
triggers students to compare their experiences to their friends’, which causes
In comparing preparedness to participate in extracurricular creative or athletic
activities and social services, students seem to impose a pressure on one another
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other students will be like. In the boarding house, all are exposed to each other’s
expectations and that creates a pressure to live up to the social norms dictating the
perfect student.
Academically, social comparison and observational learning set the standard for
how much to study, what grades to get, and where to go for university. The students
say that they feel that they should study, when they see others do so. Spencer says
that if one student worries about not studying enough, he/she will talk about this
concern to his/her friends and roommates, who will start to worry about their own
studying. Alex notes that many boarders were among the top students at their
old school, which makes people want, and expect, to succeed academically. This
illustrates how co-rumination can amplify academic pressure, even if it was not
there initially. Spencer ended up taking the SATs and writing many essays to go
study in the United States, but that once (s)he got accepted, (s)he realized (s)he
in the US got to him/her.
In the section on boarding-related stressors, food’s relation to weight changes
has been discussed. Living together, boarders also observe these weight changes
in each other. Riley says that it is sort of accepted to gain weight in the boarding
house, because so many people do. At the same time, Alex points out that the peer
competition also makes students strive to look the best, and perhaps gain the least
“There are many girls constantly talking about their weight. They are just
doing it between them, but started to make each other anxious, as a ripple

Spencer’s quote shows how the social comparison of each other’s appearance,
especially weight, can be severely stressful to some boarders.
Both Taylor and Michele refer to an incidence of theft in the boarding house
this year. In itself, missing money can be stressful, especially for those boarders
who already do not have much, because they are from low-income families and
receive pocket money from the school. However, both seem to worry more about
the impact the theft had on the boarding house. It created a lack of trust in the
community, which makes it harder to live together.
School-Related Stressors

The main school-related stressors have to do with the teachers. Seven participants
experience the teacher-induced pressure about the amount of studying and
homework that need to get done as extremely intense. In the students’ eyes, most
seems to matter. Jordan says the teachers even scare the students by telling lies. For

students. Taylor says teachers would say things like “you are going to fail your IB”
to students, who can get extremely upset about this. Taylor even suggests that the
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teacher-induced pressure is possibly why some students start to self-mutilate. Riley
his/her friend left.
Another problem with the teachers appears to be that the students feel
that teachers do not understand that they come to the school for international
understanding and the focus on social service and extracurricular activities, rather
than only academics. The students say the teachers do not understand it when at
times life in the boarding house is so intense that a student may need a mental health
day or struggles to meet a certain deadline once. Taylor notes that the teachers then
just think the boarders are being irresponsible. Sam says most teachers have never
even been to the boarding house and that therefore they cannot imagine what the
boarders are going through. Simone says that the teachers hold the fact that the
boarders are on scholarship over their head.
of day students. Two students feel that this increased academic pressure for
boarders. The teachers expect the students to only study and work for school once
school is out, as the day students do so. The teachers do not seem to understand that
it is harder to focus on academics after school due to all the other activities in the
boarding house.
Students also have individual worries about achieving their full academic
potential, which can increase the stress they put on themselves. Alex observes that
quite some boarders study all the time and that it is very frustrating for them to not
get the grades they want. In Beau’s words,
but inside that just wasn’t the case. It was internal hell.”
Beau’s quote illustrates the extreme pressure (s)he was putting on him/herself to
succeed academically. Beau uses ‘internal hell’, as (s)he expresses that it pained to
For Spencer and Simone it was a struggle to decide what to prioritize: social
life or academics. Partially this has to do with time management, but it also comes
down to one’s goals. Simone says that one can either want amazing grades and not
be social or have relatively good grades and be a part of the boarding community.
beginning, as (s)he constantly had to justify to others why (s)he would not study all
night, but only one hour and spend the rest of the evening socializing.

DISCUSSION
Limitations

Firstly, there are limitations due to the sample. The sample size of twelve is rather
large for a qualitative study and comprises more than 10% of the total population
of boarders at the school. However, the small number of Middle Eastern students,
and lack of African and Asian students, reduces the sample’s representativeness.
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This underrepresentation of certain cultural groups underlines that the sample is
of a non-random nature, which limits its ecological validity and suggests a possible
some boarders to come forward and discuss this face-to-face with a researcher.
wanted to do the interview, such as personally having struggled with the current
counsellor services at the school. Such motives could further reduce the sample
representativeness. The nature of this sample should therefore be kept in mind
while interpreting the results.
Secondly, the short amount of time taken for the interviews is a limitation. To
be able to delve into certain topics into more depth, more than 30 minutes would
have been required. However, longer interviews were not possible, because of the
limited time in which this study was conducted.
Finally, a limitation is that the collected data can be interpreted in multiple
ways, which is a disadvantage of the grounded theory approach. To increase
objectivity, the data has been interpret in light of available literature and the memos
explaining how each quote has been interpret can be made available upon request.
Important Findings

becomes clear that students struggle with boarding-related issues such as those
linked to sharing rooms, time management, and a lack of privacy. Secondly,
modelling is revealed. Thirdly, a mismatch of expectations between teachers and
boarders came to light.
Suggested Interventions

One way would be to develop a class curriculum for students in the boarding division,

could teach residential students how to deal with struggles in roommate living, time
management, lack of privacy, as well as how to maintain healthy eating patterns
in the college. More generally, the course could address stress management skills.
Such school-based stress management courses aiming at universal prevention that

and weight changes. The boarding house could attempt to supply healthier canteen
food. A school ensuring that students have access to healthy food and reducing
students’ eating patterns in schools (Cacavas et al., 2011; Traill et al., 2010). Moreover,
a meta-analysis of community-based interventions to promote healthy eating
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found that multifaceted interventions delivering their message through media (e.g.
Internet, videos) are especially successful (Barton & Whitehead, 2008). The impact
if one student starts to become concerned with healthy eating, it is expected that
others will follow.

increase student compliance with rules, enhance their wellbeing, and improve
their academic achievements (Murray & Pianta, 2007; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009;
Hughes, Luo, Kwok, & Loyd, 2008).
To summarize, it is highly recommended that a trained psychologist is hired
to help students deal with individual stressors and to include the above stated
interventions in the curriculum.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, these boarding students face many additional stressors as a result
of the environment they are living in, which can negatively impact their wellbeing.
students (Wannebo & Wichstrøm, 2010; Niknami et al., 2011; Tartatovsky, 2007).
Under boarding-related stressors, homesickness and problems due to sharing
rooms are perceived as the most problematic. Additional boarding-related issues
include, but are not limited to, the food and time management. Concerning peerrelated stressors, the expectations the students have of each other, the competitive
environment created, and their perceived inability to help each other seem to be
perceived as the most stressful. Co-rumination, though intended as social support,
can actually stress and anxiety (Rose et al., 2007). With respect to school-related
stressors, the relations between boarding students and teachers are the most
curriculum and individual counselling are proposed to prevent the negative impact
stress could have on boarders. In conclusion, this study has provided an overview
of stressors of the boarders and suggestions on how to improve student wellbeing.

REFERENCES
Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory. New York, NY: General Learning Press.
Bartholomew, L. K., Parcel, G. S., Kok, G., Gottlieb, N. H., & Fernandez, M. E. (2011).
Planning health promotion programs: An intervention mapping approach. San Francisco,
CA: Jossey-Bass.
Barton, R. L., & Whitehead, K. (2008). A review of community based healthy eating
interventions. Journal of Human Nutrition and Dietetics, 21(4), 378-379.
Bauminger, N., Finzi-Dottan, R., Chason, S., & Har-Even, D. (2008). Intimacy in adolescent
friendship: The roles of attachment, coherence, and self-disclosure. Journal of Social and
Maastricht Student Journal of Psychology and Neuroscience

63

VAN ALPHEN

Personal Relationships, 25(3), 409-428.
Cacavas, K., Mavoa, H., Kremer, P., Malakellis, M., Fotu, K., Swinburn, B., & de SilvaSanigorski, A. (2011). Tongan adolescents’ eating patterns: Opportunities for
intervention.
(1), 24-33.
Dusselier, L., Dunn, B., Wang, Y., Shelley, M. C., & Whalen, D. F. (2005). Personal, health,
academic, and environmental predictors of stress for residence hall students.
Journal of
American College Health, 54(1), 15-24.
Gilmore, G. D., & Campbell, M. D. (2005). Needs and capacity assessment strategies for
health education and health promotion. Sudbury, MA: Jones and Bartlett.
Hampel, P., Meier, M., & Kummel, U. (2008). School-based stress management training for
adolescents: Longitudinal results from an experimental study. Journal of Youth and
Adolescence, 37(8), 1009-1024.
Henwood, K., & Pidgeon, N. (2003). Chapter 8: Grounded theory in psychological research. In
P. M. Camic, J. E. Rhodes, & L. Yardley (Eds.), Qualitative research in psychology:
Expanding perspectives in methodology and design (pp. 131-155).
Washington, DC:
American Psychological Association.
Hughes, J., Luo, W., Kwok, O.-M., & Loyd, L. (2008). Teacher-student support, effortful
engagement, and achievement: A three-year longitudinal study. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 100, 1–14.
Jennings, P. A., & Greenberg, M. T. (2009). The prosocial classroom: Teacher social and
emotional competence in relation to student and classroom outcomes. Review of
Educational Research, 79(1), 491-525.
Kerpelman, J. L., Pittman, J. F., Cadely, H., Tuggle, F. J., Harrell-Levy, M. K., & AdlerBaeder, F. M. (2012). Identity and intimacy during adolescence: Connections among
identity styles, romantic attachment and identity commitment. Journal of
Adolescence,
35(6), 1427-1439.
Kraag, G., Zeegers, M. P., Kok, G., Hosman, C., & Abu-Saad, H. H. (2006). School programs
targeting stress management in children and adolescents: A meta-analysis. Journal of
School Psychology, 44(6), 449-472.
Landphair, J., & Preddy, T. (2012). More than talk: Co-rumination among college students.
About Campus, 17(3), 18-22.
Mann, R. E., Paglia-Boak, A., Adlaf, E. M., Beitchman, J., Wolfe, D., Wekerle, C., Hamilton, H.
A., & Rehm, J. (2011). Estimating the prevalence of anxiety and mood disorders in
an
adolescent
general population: An evaluation of the GHQ12. International Journal
of Mental Health and Addiction, 9(4), 410-420.
Mead, M. (1928). Coming of age in Samoa. New York, NY: Morrow.
McWhirter, J. J., McWhirter, B. T., McWhirter, E. H., & McWhirter, R. J. (2013). At-Risk
Youth. Belmont, CA: Brooks/Cole Publishing Company.
Minkel, J. D., Banks, S., Htaik, O., Moreta, M. C., Jones, C. W., McGlinchey, E. L., Simpson,
N. S., & Dinges, D. F. (2012). Sleep deprivation and stressors: Evidence for elevated
negative affect in response to mild stressors when sleep deprived. Emotion, 12(5),
1015-1020.
Murray, C., & Pianta, R. (2007). The importance of teacher-student relationship for adolescents
with high incidence disabilities. Theory Into Practice, 46, 105–112.
Newman, M., Holden, G., & Delville, Y. (2005). Isolation and the stress of being bullied.
Journal Of Adolescence, 28(3), 343-357.
psychological status of full boarding and day students in boarding schools. Asian
Journal of Psychiatry, 4, S52-S53.
International Journal of
Occupational Medicine and Environmental Health, 23(1), 95-114.
64

STEPS TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE STUDENT SUPPORT

Pelkonen, M., Marttunen, M., Henriksson, M., & Lönnqvist, J. (2007). Adolescent adjustment
disorder: Precipitant stressors and distress symptoms of 89 outpatients. European
Psychiatry, 22(5), 288-295.
Reyna, V. F., Chapman, S. B., Dougherty, M. R., & Confrey, J. (2012). The Adolescent
Brain: Learning, Reasoning, and Decision Making. Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association.
Rose, A. J., Carlson, W., & Waller, E. M. (2007). Prospective associations of co-rumination
with friendship and emotional adjustment: Considering the socioemotional trade-offs of
co-rumination. Developmental Psychology, 43(4), 1019-1031.
Swanson, S. A., Crow, S. J., Le Grange, D., Swendsen, J., & Merikangas, K. R. (2011).
Prevalence and correlates of eating disorders in adolescents: Results from the national
comorbidity survey replication adolescent supplement. Archives of General
Psychiatry,
68(7), 714-723.
Traill, W. B., Perez‐
Verbeke, W. (2010). Interventions to promote healthy eating habits: Evaluation and
recommendations. Obesity Reviews, 11(12), 895-898.
Vanhalst, J., Klimstra, T. A., Luyckx, K., Scholte, R. J., Engels, R. E., & Goossens, L. (2012). The
interplay of loneliness and depressive symptoms across adolescence: Exploring the role of
personality traits. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 41(6), 776-787.
Wannebo, W., & Wichstrøm, L. (2010). Are high school students living in lodgings at an
increased risk for internalizing problems? Journal of Adolescence, 33(3), 439-447.
Wilmshurst, L. (2011). Child and adolescent psychopathology: A casebook (2th ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc.

Maastricht Student Journal of Psychology and Neuroscience

65

