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Abstract

In recent years, the ongoing implementation of the academic-vocational track selection process in
China’s high school entrance exams has intensified the trend of internal competition within basic education.
As a critical transitional period in junior high school, eighth grade presents students with not only academic
challenges stemming from curriculum adjustments, academic proficiency tests, and the mounting pressure
of the high school entrance exam, but also interpersonal changes such as the conflict between growing
adolescent independence and heightened parental expectations, deepening peer relationships, and the
restructuring of teacher-student dynamics. At the same time, school regulations and standards place even
higher demands on eighth-grade students. Faced with these numerous changes, although eighth-grade
students have a foundation of preliminary adaptation from seventh grade—in terms of physical space,
interpersonal relationships, and school systems—the new academic, interpersonal, and institutional
demands and challenges continue to escalate upon entering eighth grade. Consequently, eighth-grade
students generally still undergo a process of school adaptation. Clarifying the developmental trajectory of
this adaptation and the strategies students employ to cope with it is the core focus of this study.

Employing qualitative research methods, this study conducted a two-month field study of eighth-grade
students in two classes at N Key Middle School and M General Middle School in City S, Xinjiang
Production and Construction Corps. The study selected 34 eighth-grade students and, grounded in real-life
contexts primarily within the school and supplemented by external settings, explored their school
adaptation process and actual experiences through long-term observation and in-depth interviews, drawing
on real-world examples such as academic coursework, parent-child relationships, peer interactions,
teacher-student relationships, and school regulations. Using the researcher as the analytical tool, this study
analyzed over 226,000 words of interview data, categorizing eighth-grade students’ school adaptation into
three dimensions: academic, interpersonal, and behavioral. It presents and interprets their adaptation status
and developmental process in a holistic and contextualized manner.

The findings reveal that in the academic domain, when faced with pressures such as new subjects,
significantly increased difficulty across all subjects, academic proficiency tests, and pre-selection exams for
key classes in regular high schools, eighth-grade students employed a variety of coping strategies,
including self-reflection, seeking help from peers, confiding in parents, and passive endurance. In the
interpersonal domain, eighth-grade students responded to their parents’ shifting expectations—from initial
adjustment to a focus on academic performance—by either moderately accepting or disregarding these

expectations. They also re-examined key events in their peer relationships as they progressed from



acquaintance to close friendship, reflecting on whether they still shared common interests or whether it was
time to part ways. Regarding familiar or new teachers, teacher-student relationships underwent a polarized
restructuring, ranging from reverence and affection to aversion and resentment. In the behavioral domain,
eighth-grade students begin to make more in-depth value judgments and behavioral choices regarding
school rules and regulations; they strictly adhere to reasonable rules while exhibiting varying degrees of
disregard or resistance toward those they do not agree with. Furthermore, the study found that eighth-grade
students’ school adaptation can generally be categorized into three types: well-adapted, moderately adapted,
and poorly adapted, with the adaptation status of most students exhibiting dynamic changes.

Based on these findings, this study proposes corresponding recommendations to promote adaptation at
the school, family, teacher, and individual levels. At the school level, the study recommends
de-emphasizing disciplinary management, establishing mechanisms for student participation in policy
revisions, and optimizing specialized management systems for ethnic minority students. At the parent-child
level, the study advocates abandoning authoritarian parenting styles, establishing equal and two-way
communication mechanisms, shifting away from an evaluation mindset that prioritizes academic
performance, and adopting a growth-oriented perspective on student development. At the teacher level, the
power imbalance between teachers and students should be addressed by establishing regular
communication channels and transforming the teacher-student relationship away from a control-oriented
model. At the peer level, psychology courses and themed activities should be used to guide students in
developing positive views on friendship, teaching interpersonal communication and conflict resolution

skills, and helping students build healthy and stable peer relationships.

Key words: eighth graders; school adaptation; academics; interpersonal relationships; behavior
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