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Abstract  
 The purpose of the study was to determine the effect of adolescent 
attachment styles on academic performance in high-cost private secondary 
schools. The specific objectives were: to establish the attachment styles 
exhibited by the adolescents, to determine the relationship between 
attachment styles and academic performance of students in selected high cost 
secondary schools in Nairobi and to assess the role of parental bonding on 
adolescent attachment. Descriptive research design was used. The target 
population was students drawn from high cost private secondary schools in 
Dagoreti, Langata and Westlands constituencies in Nairobi County, Kenya. 
Data was collected by aid of a structured questionnaire with closed and open-
ended questions. Data was analyzed using correlation technique and Mann-
Whitney U test. The results showed that there was a weak positive 
correlation between academic performance and secure attachment style and a 
negative correlation between academic performance and insecure attachment 
style. In overall, securely attached adolescents performed better than their 
insecure attached counterparts. Parents placed too much expectation on their 
adolescents which increased their anxiety and stress during exams. The 
implication of this is that parents unknowingly cause psychological harm by 
pushing their adolescents too much to excel in their education. Counseling 
practitioners attached to high cost private secondary schools should adopt a 
tripartite framework of guidance and counseling that involves the 
participation of parents through mutual understanding and child-centered 
engagement. Parents of these children should also be realistic even when 
they set their well-intended bar high for their adolescent children. 
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Introduction 
 Attachment is an interactive process of emotional communication 
that influences psychological and cognitive growth (Heidi &Solomon, 2006) 
and determine how a child relate later in life (Brown &Wright, 2003).  
Attachment styles among adolescents are established early in life through 
interactions between children and their primary caregiver(s) (Rodrigue & 
Reeves, 2015). The interactions potentially explain individual differences in 
how young brains process socio-emotional information.  
 According to Berman, Weems, Rodriguez and Zamora (2006), 
adolescents with secure attachment style demonstrate a host of individual 
socio-emotional benefits. Two of the most notable positive associations 
include self-concept and emotional regulation. Such adolescents tend to 
display higher levels of identity development. As older children, they have 
positive and open interactions (Behrens, Hesse & Main, 2007). The parents 
of secure adolescents model warmth, sensitivity and positive emotions. 
Children living with warm and responsive parents learn to get along better 
with teachers and peers (Stright, Gallagher & Kelley, 2008).  
 Csikszentmilahyi (2002) suggests that adolescents face various 
challenges as they try to discover themselves. They face increasing pressure 
from their parents who expect them to perform better for them to succeed. 
This is mostly experienced by children from affluent families whose parents 
push them to work hard in school. However, this may trigger conflict 
between parents and children which pushes them into antisocial behavior 
(Cook, Spinazzola, Ford, Lantree, Blaustein, Cloitre, & Van der Kolk, 2005).  
 According to Luthar (2003), adolescents in high-cost private schools 
live a life of material luxury and fun iced with holiday trips and experience 
in top international schools. They do not shop at ordinary malls, and they 
ride in sleek vehicles. Their weekends are full and include anything from 
flying to their beach houses in Mombasa or simply a road trip to Sagana for 
white water rafting and bungee jumping. If there is not much happening, they 
ride their motorbikes into country clubs for drinks. The majority of them 
have never been to the city centre of Nairobi as their lives revolve around 
their suburb homes, high-cost schools and travels out of town. Despite the 
resources ostensibly available to them, nearly one out of ten of every 
adolescent exhibit high levels of behaviour disturbances and concurrently 
experience significant risk for poor grades in school. 
 Luthar and Becker (2002) established that excessive pressure from 
parents mostly causes psychological challenges among adolescents from 
affluent families. The scholars argued that most parents place high 
expectations on their children and pressurise them to perform well in school 
and to be successful in life. The affluent parents tend to have an over-
scheduled day while their children participate in numerous extracurricular 
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activities which are expected to give them an added advantage when 
applying for competitive college spaces. In turn, the family misses out on 
bonding. This affects the attachment process.  
 Many studies have been undertaken on the factors influencing 
academic achievement in secondary schools in Kenya (Gitome, Katola, 
&Nyabwari, 2013; Korir&Kepkemboi, 2014; Koskei, 2014; Makworo, 
Wasanga & Olaly, 2014; Nyagosia, Waweru & Njuguna, 2013; Onderi, 
Kiplangat, & Awino, 2014). All these studies focused on public secondary 
schools but few studies have been conducted in private schools.  
 The study by Koskei (2014) examined the influence of parental 
involvement on students’ academic performance and found that parental 
involvement in education had no significant influence on academic 
performance of secondary students. Koskei speculated that unreasonably 
high demand and too much pressure for good performance made by some 
parents on their children may cause anxiety and fear of failure which may 
affect the child’s academic performance negatively. However, there was no 
evidence from Koskei‘s research finding to support this claim and neither did 
he undertake the investigation from the perspective of adolescent attachment 
styles. Onderi et al., (2014) acknowledged that performance of students is a 
product of socio-economic, psychological and environmental factors but did 
not study the correlation between attachment styles and academic 
performance. An attempt was made by Makworo et al., (2014) to establish 
the psychological factors affecting girls’ academic performance in secondary 
schools in Kenya where they found that 51.7% of the girls in their study 
portrayed a negative academic self-concept.  
 In a study by Kibaara and Kabura (2013) on factors influencing 
academic performance in Kibera which is a low income area located in 
Langata constituency in Nairobi Kenya, it was recommended that research 
should be carried out on factors affecting the academic performance of 
students in private schools. Orodho (2002) suggested that attachment styles 
may have an influence on the academic achievement of adolescents. 
However, little is known about how adolescent attachment styles affect 
academic performance in high cost private schools.  
 It is expected that high school students from affluent family 
backgrounds should perform better academically than those from public 
schools due to the abundance of wealth that enables them to study in schools 
with the best learning facilities and resources. However, statistics obtained 
from the Kenya National Examination Council suggest that students from 
high-cost private secondary schools are academically outperformed by 
students from their public school counterparts despite their affluent family 
backgrounds. Among the top 100 positions nationally, private schools only 
accounted for 28%, 27% and 29% of the best performing students in the 
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years 2011, 2012 and 2013 Kenya Certificate of Secondary Education 
examinations, respectively. 
 Many studies which have been undertaken on the factors influencing 
academic achievement in secondary schools in Kenya focused on public 
secondary schools but few studies have been conducted in private schools. 
This study sought to investigate how attachment styles influence the 
academic performance of adolescents from Kenya’s high-cost private 
schools. The current study focused on the influence of attachment styles on 
the academic performance of adolescents in high cost private secondary 
schools in Nairobi County where seventy-five percent of Kenya's affluent 
families live (Situma, 2014). The study sought to achieve the following 
objectives: 
i) To establish the attachment styles exhibited by the adolescents in 
selected high cost private secondary schools in Nairobi, Kenya. 
ii) To determine the relationship between attachment styles and 
academic performance of students in selected high cost secondary schools in 
Nairobi, Kenya. 
iii) To assess the role of parental bonding on adolescent attachment in 
selected high cost private secondary schools in Nairobi, Kenya. 
 
Literature Review 
 Attachment theory lays importance on early experiences of a child 
and how this affects them for the rest of their life. This is anchored on the 
findings of Bowlby (1977, p. 203) who concluded that the attachment system 
is experienced by all individuals from “the cradle to the grave”. Without 
early diagnosis and treatment, adolescents who experience inappropriate 
attachment can have problems at home, in school, and in forming 
friendships. The improper attachment also interferes with their healthy 
development (intellectually, emotionally and socially) and these problems 
can continue into adulthood.  
 Based on numerous observations and studies, three attachment styles 
have been identified which persist in the quality of childhood/teenage 
engagements. These are: secure, avoidant and ambivalent. The latter two 
make up the combined category commonly referred to as "insecure."  
Through an experiment, Ainsworth (1979) realized three different types of 
attachment styles. Avoidant insecure attachment (A) is where a child will not 
show much concern or emotion whether the care giver is there or not. The 
avoidant child does not exhibit any distress at all. Ainsworth and Bell (1970) 
theorized that this unfulfilled behaviour was a way of coping with pain. 
Scroufe and Waters (1977) confirmed this later through examining the heart 
rate of the avoidant infant. The child showed increased heart rate despite the 
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proximity to the mother. This implied the avoidant child was not sufficiently 
engaged. 
 The other attachment style is the secure attachment (B). In this 
category of attachment; the child explores the environment they are in with 
the knowledge that they have a stable base. When a stranger comes their way 
they may become uncomfortable for a while but quickly reconnects to their 
caregiver when they return. The third style is the anxious-ambivalent (C). 
Children in this attachment pattern show distress even when the caregiver is 
present. They are clingy and are not easy to comfort when they are in 
distress. They at times exhibit signs of resentment or helplessness 
(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). Later on, Main and Solomon 
(1990) added a fourth attachment style known as disorganized or disoriented 
attachment style (D). In this category, children seemed confused. They 
exhibited both features such as "substantial proximity seeking" and avoidant. 
At times they appeared dazed on the return of their caregiver. 
 The relevance of this theory is that parents play a very critical role in 
shaping the mindset and the behaviour of their children right from the infant 
stage. A well-established relationship between a parent and a child enhances 
the level of understanding and creates strong bonds and respect between the 
two. It is the presence and strength of that bond that determines attachment 
styles at adolescence and potentially influences the adolescent’s academic 
performance.  
 Research has established that children from affluent families are 
more vulnerable to several mental health problems as a result of weak 
attachment, including anxiety disorders, depression, and chemical abuse than 
kids living in poverty (Luthar & Latendresse, 2005). Adolescents from 
affluent families rarely spend time with their parents and therefore do not 
connect with their parents. Mugambi and Gitonga (2015) did a study in 5 
private secondary schools in Westlands, Nairobi and established that major 
stressor among the adolescents was due to uncaring and/or abusive parents. 
Affluent parents are often too busy and are more inclined to give presents 
than their presence. Also, teenagers from wealthy families commonly feel 
high expectations for achievement in all areas. This study discusses the 
influence of attachment styles in the life of an adolescent, especially in their 
academic performance. It brings out the attachment in adolescence, the 
relationship between attachment and education and how connectedness or 
lack thereof, and prolonged isolation affects the development of an 
adolescent. 
 In another study conducted in public secondary, schools in Nairobi, 
Khasakhala, Ndetei, Mutiso, Ambwayo, and Mathai (2012) concluded that 
maternal rejecting parental behaviour, paternal under protective response and 
no emotional attachment parental behaviour were associated with 
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maladaptive behaviours. The study was supported by previous studies which 
showed that children raised in such environments were vulnerable to 
developmental health challenges (Leinonen, Solantaus & Punamaki, 2003).  
 In the recent past, there have been discussions around the issue of 
parents and adolescents relationship with some studies showing that parents 
are not very important in the lives of adolescence. However, there is data to 
show that parents do make a significant difference when involved in the lives 
of adolescents (Moretti & Holland, 2003). Evidence-based studies clearly 
show that there is a relation between secure attachment and school outcomes. 
The results include execution of tasks and resilience (Kerns, 2008). There is 
more chance of children in elementary classes to perform well in school 
when securely attached. Mother’s responsiveness and warmth was shown to 
have an influence on the math and reading performance in the third grade 
(National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Early Child 
Care Research Network, 2008). An Israeli study depicted the perception of 
secure children by their teachers as socially and intellectually competent. 
Their peers too had the same idea (Granot & Mayseless, 2001). New 
research points to the fact that enhanced performance happens in different 
areas of an individual's life with socio-proximity (Kraus, Huang, & Keltner, 
2010). Research has inextricably linked attachment in early life to school 
readiness and learning success (Commodari, 2013). 
 In a study by Moullin, Waldfogel and Washbrook (2014), there were 
indications that the emotional ties a child secured with her caregiver 
influences their education and predict their ability to learn, think and speak. 
The authors anchored their report on attachment theory which is a key theory 
in child development. The study was done across a range of countries and 
analyzed more than 100 studies performed in homes, through interviews and 
observations. The findings indicated that children who are insecurely 
attached are likely to be aggressive among other problem behaviours and 
drop out of school and more likely to fall out of employment in future. 
 Karega (2012) used the attachment theory to explain the importance 
of parent's involvement through love, parental support, and acceptance of the 
adolescent as a control against problem behaviours. The findings suggested 
that parental bonding was negatively correlated to problem behavior among 
adolescent students. Mugambi and Gitonga (2015) concurred with Powers 
and Welsh (1999) that most clearly established challenge adolescents face is 
because of an uncaring parent. In their study on adolescents from private 
secondary schools from Westlands, they realized the following findings as 
major risk factors; being misunderstood by parents, traumatic experience, 
parents unhealthy relationships, sidelined by friends, studies related 
problems, pessimism, bad childhood memories and addictions. This finding 
is supported by Khasakhala et al., (2012) who established that 25% of 



European Scientific Journal April 2017 edition Vol.13, No.10 ISSN: 1857 – 7881 (Print) e - ISSN 1857- 7431 

96 

adolescents in secondary schools in Nairobi suffer major depressive disorder 
which is associated with maladaptive parenting.  
 Studies have indicated that responsive and engaged primary 
caregiving is related to cognitive development (Kerns, 2008).) Children’s 
success in education is closely linked to attachment with their parents. 
Researchers ascertain that security of attachment determines academic 
achievement. Studies show that insecurely attached pre-school children have 
a short attention span with poor cognitive skills unlike their secure 
counterparts (Moss & St. Laurent, 2001). Children whose parents model 
warmth and responsiveness are socially competent and easily get along with 
peers and teachers (Stright et al., 2008). The current study sought to establish 
whether the affluent adolescents in Nairobi were influenced by their 
attachment styles in regard to their academics. 
  
Research Methodology  
 This study used a descriptive research design. According to Mugambi 
and Gitonga (2015), the total population of students in private secondary 
school in the study area was 6,761 students.  For this study, three 
purposively selected constituencies namely Westlands, Dagorreti and 
Langata which are all located to the west of Nairobi City were considered. 
The researcher purposively focused on Westlands, Dagorreti and Langata 
because this is where 75 percent of the high cost private secondary schools 
are located. These constituencies play host to the majority of the high-cost 
private schools in Nairobi and therefore the study appropriately reflected the 
position of the target population. The western part of Nairobi was a preserve 
for the Europeans and the wealthy Asians during the colonial era and is 
where most of the high cost private secondary schools are located. They 
include Karen, Langata, Lavington, Westlands, Muthaiga, Muthangari, 
Runda, Riverside, Springvalley, Loresho, Kilimani, Kileleswa, Hurlingham, 
Kitusuru, Lower Kabete, Highridge, Nyari and Kyuna.  These locations fall 
into three constituencies. These areas host the wealthy Kenyans of all ethnic 
groups and are in Nairobi’s posh residential estates. They are home to 
Nairobi’s high-cost schools, malls, restaurants and various activity sites like 
golf and country clubs, animal parks and orphanages. In the high cost 
category, the three constituencies have 4 boys’ only schools, 5 girls’ only 
schools and 20 mixed schools. Three schools, one from each constituency 
were purposively chosen for a balanced representation of the constituencies. 
In these three schools, the total population of adolescents was 1,610. 
 The sample size for this study was a total of 161 respondents, 
equivalent to 10% of the target population as recommended by Mugenda and 
Mugenda (2003). The sampling frame was the enrollment record obtained 
from the respective school’s admissions office. Stratified random sampling 
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procedure was used. Data was collected using a questionnaire. A modified 
version of Behavioral Systems Questionnaire (BSQ) used by Cortesi (2014) 
to study the impact of adolescent attachment on academic success was used. 
The questionnaire consisted of both open-ended and closed-ended questions. 
The open-ended sections sought to gather the thoughts and beliefs of the 
respondents in how they related with their parents. The questionnaire was 
physically administered by the researcher who visited the selected schools 
and conducted the interview during class recess. 
 Descriptive statistics such as percentages, frequencies and median 
scores were established. Inferences were drawn using Mann-Whitney U test 
and correlation technique. The BSQ scores were calculated by obtaining the 
mean of each item as suggested by Cortesi (2014). According to Carver and 
Nash (2008), this test is performed on two independent samples whose data 
is ordinal. In this case, the two independent samples were secure attachment 
and insecure attachment. The hypothesis tested was that adolescent 
attachment styles affected their academic performance. The procedure for 
undertaking this involved combining all the scores for both groups and 
ranking them. Qualitative data was analyzed using thematic techniques. The 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used for data analysis.   
  
Results and Discussions 
 The study established that most of the respondents performed 
relatively poorly academically as more than half (52.6%) scored grade C 
plain and below in their last academic term as shown in Table 1. It is 
instructive to note that the minimum grade required for university entry in 
Kenya is C+. Most of the respondents indicated that it was almost always 
true that they felt stressed about exams but were never showing it. This 
resonates with avoidant insecure attachment as explained by Ainsworth and 
Bell (1970) who observed that a child in this category of attachment style 
will not exhibit any distress at all as a way of coping with pain. 

Table 1. Respondent’s mean grade for the last academic term 
Mean grade Frequency Percent 

C (plain and below) 83 52.6 
C+ 18 11.2 
B 23 14.5 

B+ 18 11.2 
A- 9 5.9 
A 7 4.6 

Total 157 100.0 
 
 As indicated in Table 2, Spearman’s rank correlation coefficients of 
attachment style on academic performance showed that there was a 
statistically significant inverse relationship between academic performance 
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and avoidant attachment style (r=-.203, p<.05), ambivalent attachment style 
(r=-.239, p<.05) and disorganized attachment style (r=-.199, p<.05). 
However, the correlation between secure attachment style, although positive, 
was not statistically significant (r=.117, p>.05). The results imply that as 
insecure attachment increased, academic performance declined. This agrees 
with the perspective of Muola (2010) that students in the category of 
insecure attachment end up with conditions such as anxiety and fear of 
failure causing them to perform poorly academically as a result of pressure 
from their parents.  

Table 2. Correlation between attachment styles and academic performance 
Spearman's rho 1 

Academic performance 
Correlation Coefficient 1.000 

Sig. (2-tailed) . 
N 157 

Avoidant attachment style 
Correlation Coefficient -.203* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .013 
N 157 

Secure attachment style 
Correlation Coefficient .128 

Sig. (2-tailed) .117 
N 157 

Ambivalent attachment style 
Correlation Coefficient -.239* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .003 
N 157 

Disorganized attachment style 
Correlation Coefficient -.199* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .014 
N 157 

 
 Mann-Whitney U test (Tables 3 and 4) showed that respondents 
presenting secure attachment style scored higher academic performance than 
respondents exhibiting insecure attachment style. This suggests that 
insecurely attached respondents performed relatedly poorly compared to 
secure attached respondents (z =-1.895, p=.05). Insecure attachment group 
had an average rank of 70.59 while secure attachment group had an average 
rank of 83.15. 

Table 3. Ranks 
 Attachment style N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks 

Academic performance 
Insecure attachment 90 70.59 6071.00 
Secure attachment 67 83.15 5405.00 

Total 157   
 

Table 4. Test Statisticsa 
 Academic performance 

Mann-Whitney U 2330.000 
Wilcoxon W 6071.000 

Z -1.895 
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .05 

a. Grouping Variable: Attachment Style 
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  A thematic analysis of the qualitative data extracted from verbatim 
comments of respondents concerning parental bonding revealed that the 
bond was stronger between the mothers and their adolescent children on all 
dimensions of parental bonding than between the fathers and their adolescent 
children. The dimensions analyzed included parent’s role in anxiety towards 
exams, perceptions about care, attention from parents and quality time with 
parents. This could be explained by an influence from the Kenyan cultural 
orientation which dictates that the mother is the one held responsible in the 
bringing up of the children.   
 As shown in Figure 1, it was found that 51 % of the respondents’ 
parents played a negative role on the anxiety respondents had towards the 
exam. These respondents commented that their parents expected too much 
from them, which increased their anxiety. This agrees with the claim by 
Khasakhala et al., (2012) that adolescents in Kenya undergo psychosocial 
challenges due to pressure from parents and too many expectations from the 
society.  It also agrees with the finding by Muola (2010) which showed that 
having wealthy parents with high expectations and aspirations resulted in a 
stressful life for children. This finding corroborates the perspective of Luthar 
and Becker (2002) that most parents place high expectations on their 
children and pressurize them to perform well in school and to be successful 
in life, usually, at the expense of the adolescent’s emotional health. 
Nonetheless, 49% of the respondents’ parents played a positive role. 
Respondents in this category commented that their parents were 
encouraging. 

 
Figure 1. Role of parents on anxiety towards exams 

 
 In sum, it can be inferred from the findings that in times of distress 
the brain activities might have been guided by the level of how securely 
attached a student was. The level of secureness seemed to also dictate one's 
emotional regulation (the feelings of anxiety for example), which if not 
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appropriately regulated, affects the activities in the brain as revealed by 
Coan, Schaefer and Davidson (2006) in the shock threat study with different 
scenarios of security. This implies that during moments of stress or duress 
the brain functions prioritizes survival over critical thinking hence making it 
a challenge for the respondents to access their reasoning and logic making 
centres in the brain which they need to excel in their academics. 
 
Conclusion 
 In varying degrees, all the attachment styles were exhibited by the 
adolescents. The most manifest aspect of adolescent attachment among high 
cost private secondary schools under study were insecure avoidant 
attachment style. This is because majority of the respondents did not show 
distress on the prospect of sitting exams. However this does not mean that 
they did not feel anxious about exams but rather, it was a way of managing 
the anxiety. This is in line with Attachment Theory as put forward by 
Ainsworth and Bell (1970). Thus, there were potentially underlying causes of 
the attachment styles exhibited by the adolescents under study that 
practitioners should resolve.  
 Adolescent attachment style did influence academic performance in 
the sense that high performance was exhibited among secure attachment 
group compared to their insecure counterparts. This is consistent with 
Moullin et al.‘s (2014) study which linked attachment style of school pupils 
with their performance in education. Specifically, academic performance 
decreased with rise in insecure attachment elements on all the three 
archetypes, namely: disorganized, avoidant and ambivalent attachment. 
However, this relationship was weak. The implication of this is that 
adolescent attachment style may not be the only factor explaining poor 
academic performance of students in high cost secondary schools. 
 Adolescents from affluent families used avoidant insecure attachment 
style as a strategy to manage stressful situations in their academic life. Their 
source of stress was not the exam per se but the high expectations of their 
parents whom they did not want to disappoint. This concurs with a previous 
study in Kenya by Khasakhala et al., (2012) who associated high pressure 
from parents with adolescent’s stress. Suprisingly, these high expectations 
prevailed irrespective of the strength of bonding that subsisted between the 
parents and their adolescent child, meaning that although parental bonding 
was potentially instrumental in adolescent attachment formation, it did not 
play a significant role moderating the child’s anxiety towards exams. The 
result is an unnecessary anxiety and stress that negatively impacts on their 
academic performance. Parents of these children should therefore be realistic 
even when they set their well-intended bar high for their adolescent children. 
It is important that parents find a way of involving their children in setting 
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their expectations in order to relate with their adolescent children in a more 
productive manner. Counseling practitioners attached to high cost private 
secondary schools should adopt a tripartite framework of guidance and 
counseling that involves the participation of parents and the adolescent 
through mutual understanding and child-centered engagement. 
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