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This is a four year long qualitative longitudinal study conducted for
the purpose of analyzing “the growing process of middle school
students: focusing on schools, families, and communities” from 2016 to
2019. This study began at a time when middle school students were
the topic of discussion by the media, politicians, and academics due to
the increase in incidents of school violence, excessive study hours, and
violation of teacher’s authority around 2015. During this time, there
were discussions concerning issues such as “8th Grade Syndrome”.22)
However, those engaged in these discussions tended to regard the
middle school stage from external points of view and there was shared
22) ‘8thGrade Syndrome’ is a widely used term in Korea. In the term, 8thgrade refers to the second year
of middle school. It depicts the inconsiderate character of 8thgrade students, who speak and act only
based on how they feel or think.
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understanding that the middle school stage had neither been as clearly
identified nor as widely discussed as the primary and high school
stage.
The diversification of high-schools has also resulted in a variety of
patterns in the process of entering into high-school. As such, it is
necessary to

analyse

such influences to ascertain what is being

required of middle school students in the process of being admitted
into high-school. Therefore, this study tracks the development process
of middle school students and examines this process in detail in order
to enhance understanding of Korea’s middle school students and
further to receive suggestions concerning middle school education.
This study tracks the “lifestyle, development, and emotional growth”
of the same students for four years, focussing on the common core
themes of relationships, identity, and career path. In the first year of
this longitudinal study, the design of this four-year qualitative study
was presented and it was conducted to reveal the life experiences of
middle school students before entering middle school (Kim et al.,
2016). The second-year study was aimed to examine the life and
development of students in their first year of middle school, their
social relationships, their experiences in a new school system, and
finally what it means to become a middle school student (Kim et al.,
2017). The third-year study analysed the life, development, and identity
(in terms of self-recognition) of the students in their second year of
middle school, and further studied the characteristics of Korean middle
school students using international data. This is the fourth-year study,
and it aims to study the three core themes: life and growth process,
growth and career path, and the influence of education policies on the
developmental process of students in their third year of middle school.
As this is the final year of a four-year longitudinal study, the study will
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be divided into two parts: part 1 will present the findings concerning
the life, career path, and development of third-year middle school
students, and part 2 will comprehensively analyse the growth of the
students who have participated in the study during the past four years,
and present the implications of the findings for further research as
well as policy suggestions for the healthy development of the middle
school students of Korea.
Here are the research questions that this study has addressed for the
past four years (Kim et al., 2016: 5): 1) What are the characteristics of
the participants as learners during their middle school years? 2) What
are the features of the learning experience of middle school students?
3) What are the characteristics of the transition from middle school to
high school? What impact do the middle school years have on the
subsequent

years

of

the

student’s

life?

4)

How

and

why

do

socioeconomic and regional differences factor in the growth process of
middle school students?
On the other hand, the fourth-year study addresses the following
research questions: 1) What are the characteristics of the life of a
third-year middle school student? 2) What are the characteristics of the
learning experiences of a third-year middle school student, and what
are the characteristics of the transition from middle school to high
school? 3)

Within this process, how and why does the school,

family, community impact the student’s career path and entrance into
high school? 4) What are the results of the fourth-year study and what
are the suggestions for change that arise from these conclusions?
In order to answer the research questions, this study first presents a
literature review, and conducts in-depth interviews and psychological
tests. Furthermore, this is a qualitative case study that tracks the
progress of the students selected in the first-year study for four years.
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In order to differentiate between groups, the first-year study grouped
schools as urban low income, urban middle class, urban high income,
and

rural.

Four

schools

were

chosen

to

represent

each

group

respectively: AA middle school (tentative name), BB middle school
(tentative name), CC middle school (tentative name), and DD middle
school (tentative name), wherein 11-15 students were chosen from each
school to participate in the study. Additionally, the students’ homeroom
teachers and their parents were interviewed.
Part 1 chapter 2 explains how the study was designed. Concepts such
as

“growth”

and

“growth

process”,

which

are

themes

discussed

throughout the longitudinal study, are further explained in order to
engage in meaningful discussion. The design of the four-year long
study is presented, wherein the common procedures and criteria that
were used for selecting each school for this study, as well as the state
of the schools are fully expounded.
Part 1 chapter 3 presents the theoretical background concerning the
life and career path for third year middle school students, which are the
main topics for the fourth year of the study. Firstly, the psychological
characteristics and the students’ career path are examined to determine
the key characteristics of third year middle school students. Further, the
middle school education policies from the Roh Moo-hyun administration
to the present administration are analyzed, and the contents of the
psychological tests, which were conducted for an in-depth understanding
of the participating students, are briefly presented.
Part 1 Chapter 4 presents the life of the participants in their families,
schools, and communities as third year middle school students. Further
the impact of the student’s background on the student’s entrance into
high school and their career paths are also presented for each school.
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Part 2 chapter 1 summarizes the results from the longitudinal study
on the growth process of the middle school students during the past
four years.

The

study

examines

the common

characteristics

that

students from each school share concerning their life in respects to
their school, family, and community, as well as the parents, friends,
their relationship with their teachers, self-recognition/sense of identity,
and career path. Also, the areas that show big differences between the
groups are identified and further discussed.
Part 2 chapter 2 presents the findings of this study and discusses the
implications for further research as well as the policy implications. This
study analysed the growing process of Korean middle school students
focusing on schools, families and communities for last 4 years. As a
result, the students growed in cognitive, affective, and physical during
the middle school age. And they faced variety of relationship’s structure,
expansion of relationship’s range, embodiment of identity and career,
and revision of career plan with reality. The students were not perfectly
grown up, but yet they were growing in mature human being. As a
matter

of

fact,

the

students

tried

to

consider

their

status

and

environment when they made a decision for varied options. And the
students could understand how the relationship between friends maintain
better ways. Even they had troubles with teachers, they could control
matters when they became 9th grade. The students made career plans for
better future and revised career plans depends on their circumstance.
Although

they

experienced

decrease

in

levels

of

aspiration

and

discouraged by how much their understanding themselves were clearer, it
is also growing process.
The main body of growth and development are the students. Middle
school students are self-motivated who can choose, create, and adapt to
optimum condition. We attempt lots of educational action for the
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self-motivated learners that they can grow up. But we should reconsider
various systems and policies with educational purpose whether they help
the middle school students to grow happier or not. In order to help them
to grow happier, we should improve multiple factors that affect students’
growing process. To do this, we admit students’ own life who have varied
character. We should understand their physical, cognitive, affective
character that they are still in developmental process. And we should try
to

understand

Middle

school

students

deeply

who

have

infinite

possibilities. Consequently we suggest further research and policy.
Some of the suggestions for further research are: an in-depth
analysis of the results from the middle school students’ psychological
tests on the cognitive and affective characteristics; research on the
reality of the disparity in education as well as the factors influencing
this disparity; research on the growth process of high school students;
research on the mental health of middle school students etc. As this
research was only a qualitative case study, the paper also proposes a
research plan that aims to study all the middle school students to
derive findings that are meaningful and can be generalized to all
middle school students.
The following policy suggestions have been made for the balanced
development of middle school students in Korea. Firstly, in order
alleviate the disparity in education, the paper proposes the need for
policies that guarantee that middle school students meet the basic
standards; improve the counselling system for education and high school
entrance; promote specialized high schools and improve the admissions
process into specialized high schools; provides more opportunities to
students from disadvantaged backgrounds on the high school and
university entrance exams; lay the groundwork for supporting art
education in public schools; and promote community-tailored schools
and teachers by giving schools more autonomy. Secondly, as the
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community becomes a vital space for development of middle school
students, the

paper proposes the need to support for village-based

education. Thirdly, in order to substantialize the middle school education
system, the paper proposes adjusting the free-semester system period,
making the free-semester system and the middle school education system
compatible,

strengthening

support

for

mathematics

learning,

and

adjusting the application time period for high school admissions.
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