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Abstract
Research in Western countries has shown a general declining trend of school satisfaction over time among adolescents, yet it
remains unclear how social and school factors predict the developmental pattern. Moreover, relative to their Western
counterparts, adolescents in China tend to report lower levels of school satisfaction, but little is known about how it develops
and the predictors of the development. To fill the gaps, this four-wave longitudinal study explored the developmental
patterns of school satisfaction and the contributions of peer liking and academic performance. Six hundred and eighty-nine
Chinese adolescents (Mage= 11.39, SDage= 0.53 at Time 1; 53.7% girls) participated in this study from Grade 6 to Grade 9
in 2017 to 2020. School satisfaction was measured each academic year using self-reports. Peer liking was assessed by
classroom-based sociometric nominations, and information on academic performance was collected through school records
in Grade 6. The conditional growth curve model results showed that peer liking and academic performance positively
predicted the intercept of school satisfaction. School satisfaction decreased over time among students with low initial
academic achievement, but increased in an exponential manner among students with high initial academic achievement. The
results indicated that peer relationships and academic performance might play a role in affecting the level and the
development of school satisfaction in the Chinese context.
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Introduction

Positive emotions, such as school satisfaction, may support
approach behaviors, broaden and strengthen social-
cognitive repertoires, serve the function of expanding an
individual’s continuous engagement in constructive activ-
ities, and help cope with challenges in adjustment (Fre-
drickson, 2001; Moral-Garcia et al., 2021; Takakura et al.,

2010). Grounded in the theoretical work on subjective well-
being (Diener, 1984), school satisfaction is defined as the
cognitive-affective appraisals of the quality of a student’s
experiences in the school context (Baker & Maupin, 2009;
Huebner et al., 2001). As a major aspect of emotional
experiences, school satisfaction reflects how students feel
about the school environment and activities (e.g., learning)
in school. Research has indicated that students’ school
satisfaction is associated with adaptive school and psycho-
logical functioning (e.g., Jiang et al., 2019; Skrzypiec et al.,
2018). Nevertheless, most of the extant studies of school
satisfaction have been conducted in samples of American or
Western European students (e.g., Karatzias et al., 2002;
Moral-Garcia et al., 2021), and little is known about the
developmental pattern of satisfaction with school among
Chinese adolescents. The purpose of the current study was
to examine the developmental pattern of school satisfaction
in Chinese adolescents. Moreover, guided by the
developmental-ecological perspective (Baker et al., 2003),
the roles of academic achievement and peer liking in
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predicting the pattern have been to be examined in the
Chinese context.

As a critical aspect of adolescent well-being (Gómez-
Baya et al., 2021), school satisfaction has been found to
contribute to school engagement (Elmore & Huebner,
2010). Research has also shown that school satisfaction is
positively associated with school adaptation and negatively
associated with behavioral and adjustment problems
(Elmore & Huebner, 2010; Jiang et al., 2019; Skrzypiec
et al., 2018). Given its importance, researchers have
explored factors that may predict the development of school
satisfaction but found mixed results. For example, findings
on the impact of academic performance were unclear, such
that students’ school attitudes sometimes did not appear to
be closely related to their academic achievements (e.g.,
Magnano et al., 2020), although, in some studies, self-rated
academic performance was shown as one of the most sig-
nificant predictors of children’s school satisfaction across
grade levels (e.g., Hui & Sun, 2010) and having a positive
reciprocal relationship with adolescents’ appraisals of
school experiences (e.g., Simões et al., 2010). Moreover,
although peers’ role in individual development becomes
increasingly crucial from childhood to adolescence (Gor-
man, 2002), most studies examined the influence of specific
relationships with close peers, such as friends, on school
satisfaction (e.g., Jiang et al., 2013); only a few explored the
contributions of overall liking by peers (e.g., classmates) to
school satisfaction (e.g., Vasalampi et al., 2018). As an
important component of peer relationships, how peer liking
predicts school satisfaction should be further investigated.

The present longitudinal study examined school satis-
faction among Chinese early adolescents across four time
points. In addition, two major aspects of school adjustment
were examined: academic achievement as the indicator of
students’ academic competence, and peer liking as the
indicator of their social competence. Peer liking or peer
preference refers to the relative likeability of children (i.e.,
individual differences on how much they are liked and
disliked by others) in the peer group, which was assessed by
classroom-based sociometric nominations in the present
study (Coie et al., 1982).

School Context for Adolescent Development in
China

China has the world’s largest education system with over
198 million students enrolled in primary and secondary
education in 2020 (National Bureau of Statistics of China,
2021; OECD, 2016). Chinese students often outperform
their counterparts from many other countries in academic
performance, but they tend to report lower positive emo-
tions in school (e.g., PISA from OECD, 2019). Whereas
academic achievement is highly emphasized, students’

emotional well-being, such as having positive emotions, has
often been understated (Wang, 2013; Yik, 2010). Histori-
cally, education in China is examination-oriented and is
often utilitarian, focusing on its practical outcomes. High
social, occupational, and economic status is closely related
to the attainment of a high level of education. Due to limited
opportunities to receive a higher education, there is strong
competition among students in the school because accep-
tance to senior high schools and colleges/universities is
determined almost completely by scores on academic
examinations. Thus, parents and teachers tend to be insen-
sitive to children’s emotions toward the school (e.g., Ng
et al., 2019).

Over the past several decades, however, China has
changed dramatically toward a market-oriented society in
which individual autonomy and self-expression are required
for success (Cai et al., 2020; Chen & Chen, 2010). The
Ministry of Education of China has modified educational
policies to promote human development in socioemotional
areas. For example, since 2019, China has implemented the
“The Action Plan for Mental Health of Children and Ado-
lescents”, which conducts regular mental health assess-
ments, implements life education, and cultivates positive
psychological qualities in adolescents across the country
(Ministry of Education of China, 2019). Along with the
change, Western individualistic ideologies, such as liberty
and individuality, have been introduced into the country and
are increasingly accepted by individuals, particularly the
young generations (Cai et al., 2020). Accordingly,
researchers and professionals in China have attempted to
encourage teachers and parents to change their attitudes
toward the role of emotions in school education and to help
students develop positive school attitudes and emotions
(Tian & Gilman, 2009). Given this background, it would be
interesting to examine the development of school satisfac-
tion and factors that predict the development of Chinese
students.

Development of School Satisfaction

In the literature, some studies have investigated the devel-
opment, particularly, developmental changes, of school
satisfaction in adolescents (e.g., Chen, 2020; Scharenberg,
2016; Tiliouine et al., 2019). Early studies compared levels
of students’ school satisfaction across grades (e.g., Hui &
Sun, 2010; Malley et al., 2003). For example, in a cross-
sectional study, a substantial decrease in school satisfaction
from grades 1 to 8 was reported for public school students
in the United States (Okun et al., 1990). Similarly, across
other Western and East Asian populations, school satisfac-
tion among children and adolescents often displayed a
declining trend as students advanced to higher grades (Hui
& Sun, 2010; Malley et al., 2003).
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Longitudinal research also revealed the decrease in stu-
dents’ school satisfaction across grade levels. For example,
a study using four waves of data from 2011 to 2017 found a
decelerating decline with age in school satisfaction of
children and young people from low-income families in
Taiwan (Chen, 2020). German students’ school satisfaction
decreased from the beginning of Grade 7 to the end of
Grade 8 (Scharenberg, 2016). Similarly, in a two-year fol-
low-up study conducted with Algerian children, students
became increasingly dissatisfied with multiple aspects of
their school experiences from age 12 to 14, especially for
boys (Tiliouine et al., 2019). Consistent with these results, it
was also found that school satisfaction in Chinese students
declined as they grew older (e.g., Hui & Sun, 2010; Tian &
Gilman, 2009).

School Satisfaction, Academic Performance, and
Peer Liking

Schools are important contexts for children’s and adoles-
cents’ development (Jiang et al., 2013). The characteristics
of schools affect students’ appraisals of their school envir-
onments (Baker et al., 2003). According to the
developmental-ecological perspective proposed by Baker
et al. (2003), in the school setting, academic performance
and peer relationships are important factors that affect stu-
dents’ sense of competence and connectedness to others,
which is related to the development of school satisfaction.
Academic competence is often considered a proximal factor
that may enhance children’s sense of competence as a
learner whereas peer liking is a major factor that is closely
associated with children’s feelings of social belonging and
meaningful connections to others (Baker et al., 2003). It is
necessary to examine these two important factors in the
study of the development of students’ school satisfaction.

Studies have noted positive relations between academic
achievement and satisfaction with school among children
and adolescents. For example, students who did better
academically perceived their schools as more favorable in
the United States (Malley et al., 2003). Similar positive
associations between academic performance and school
satisfaction have been found among students in other
countries and regions, such as Hong Kong, the Netherlands,
Bangladesh, and Germany (e.g., Hossain et al., 2019; Hui &
Sun, 2010; Nikolov & Dumont, 2020; Verkuyten & Thijs,
2002), although mixed results have also been reported (e.g.,
Magnano et al., 2020).

Adolescents spend most of their time with peers and
being accepted and liked by peers is of chief concern (de
Bruine et al., 2019). According to Erdley et al. (2001), both
dyadic close relationships with friends and liking by peers
(e.g., classmates) should be highlighted in adolescent
development, because these two forms of peer relationships

may contribute differently to adjustment (Erdley & Day,
2017). Given that most studies explored the contributions
of relationships with close friends/peers to school satis-
faction (e.g., Jiang et al., 2013), it is necessary to investi-
gate the influence of peer liking on school satisfaction.
Adolescents spend the majority of their time interacting
with classmates. Integration into the class peer group is of
great social concern as children enter adolescence and is
particularly influential for students’ adjustment (Fontaine
et al., 2009). Students who are low in peer likability may
fail to develop the bonds that link them to the school
environment and thus likely develop negative attitudes
toward school (French & Conrad, 2001). For example,
measured by positive sociometric nominations, acceptance
from classmates was positively related to the ratings of
school satisfaction in Korean middle school students (Jun
& Shin, 2015). Similarly, in a longitudinal study, Finnish
adolescents’ peer acceptance at age 16 positively predicted
their school satisfaction one year later (Vasalampi et al.,
2018). In general, however, research on the contributions
of peer liking to school satisfaction is rather limited. It
should be noted that whereas academic achievement and
peer liking, on the one hand, and school satisfaction, on the
other, are likely to affect each other, given the focus of the
present study, academic achievement and peer liking were
investigated as predictors of the developmental patterns of
school satisfaction.

The Present Study

Research in Western countries has shown an overall decline
in adolescents’ school satisfaction over time. However,
relatively little is known about how social, school, and
personal factors contribute to the developmental pattern.
The study had two goals. The first goal was to investigate
the developmental patterns of school satisfaction in Chinese
adolescents. Because most research has shown a decreasing
trend of school satisfaction in children and adolescents as
their grade level increases, as Hypothesis 1, it was expected
that school satisfaction would decline across the years
among Chinese adolescents. The second goal was to
examine the contributions of academic achievement and
peer liking to adolescents’ school satisfaction. Based on the
developmental-ecological view (Baker et al., 2003) and the
previous findings about the relations between academic
achievement and school satisfaction, Hypothesis 2a pro-
posed that academic achievement would positively con-
tribute to the development of school satisfaction in Chinese
adolescents. Similarly, consistent with the literature,
Hypothesis 2b was that peer liking would positively con-
tribute to the development of school satisfaction in the
present study.
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Method

Participants

Participants in this four-wave longitudinal study included
students from four regular public middle schools in
Shanghai, China. Unlike a small number of “key” schools
in which students are from different areas based on their
school performance, regular public schools accept students
from the residential area where schools are located. At the
end of their first semester (Time 1), all students in Grade 6
of the four schools were invited to participate in the study
(N= 711). On the day the first wave survey was adminis-
tered, 15 students were absent and were not included in the
participant pool. Furthermore, seven students did not report
their school satisfaction and were removed from the Time
1 sample (total response rate is 96.91% at Time 1). The
initial sample consisted of 689 sixth-grade students
(Mage= 11.39, SDage= 0.53; 53.7% girls). From the initial
sample, 644 students (Grade 7, 6% attrition rate), 628 stu-
dents (Grade 8, 9% attrition rate), and 616 students (Grade
9, 11% attrition rate) participated in the second, third, and
fourth waves of data collection, respectively. A multivariate
analysis of variance indicated that there were no significant
differences between students with missing data and others
on gender, socio-economic status, and Time 1 variables,
Wilks’ Λ= 0.98, F(12, 610)= 1.28, p= 0.226. Using the
MissMech package (Jamshidian et al. 2014; https://cran.r-
project.org/src/contrib/Archive/MissMech/) in R, the
MCAR test revealed that the pattern of missing data was
completely random (p= 0.277).

In Shanghai, middle school or junior high school consists
of four years from Grade 6 to Grade 9. Stipulated by the
Ministry of Education in China, the core curriculum is
identical in the city. The structure and organization of the
schools are also similar. Students are usually not allowed to
switch classes, so they typically stay together when they
move into the next grade level. One head teacher is desig-
nated to each class, who often teaches one major course and
takes care of the daily activities of the class. Students spend
roughly the same amount of time under similar schedules in
school. They are encouraged to participate in various
extracurricular social and academic activities, which pro-
vide extensive opportunities for students to interact with
each other. Most children were from families with middle
socioeconomic status backgrounds. In the sample, 41.1% of
the fathers and 44.7% of the mothers had a high/vocational
school or lower education, and 58.9% of the fathers and
55.1% of the mothers had a college or higher education.
Almost all children in this sample were of the Han
nationality, which is the predominant ethnic group (over
90% of the population) in China.

Procedure

The participants were group administered a self-report
measure of school satisfaction at the end of their first
semester of each academic year in Grades 6 to 9. The
participants were also administered a sociometric measure
(i.e., peer nominations) of peer liking in Grade 6. In addi-
tion, data on academic performance were obtained from
school records in Grade 6. A group of faculty and graduate
students in psychology in China conducted the adminis-
tration of the measures. The study received approval from
the ethics committee of the university. Active consent was
obtained from the participants and their parents.

Measures

School satisfaction

School satisfaction was measured by five items adopted
from the School Subscale of Chinese Adolescents’ Life
Satisfaction Scale (CALSS; Cheung & Cheung, 2005) at
four time points (T1, T2, T3, T4). The CALSS was
designed to assess adolescents’ global life satisfaction and
domain-specific satisfaction (family, friend, health, school,
and self) in the Chinese context. Five items with the highest
factor loadings in School Subscale were used in this study
(see Appendix). An example item is “I like going to
school”. Participants were asked to rate each item on a
seven-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very
true). Previous studies reported good psychometric proper-
ties of this measure in Chinese students (e.g., Ho et al.,
2008; Li, 2021). The reliability of this scale was 0.76 for
T1, 0.77 for T2, 0.78 for T3, and 0.81 for T4.

Peer liking

Participants were asked to nominate up to three classmates
with whom they most liked to be and three classmates
with whom they least liked to be (positive and negative
nominations). Consistent with the approach of other
researchers (e.g., Coie et al., 1995), both same-sex and
cross-sex nominations were allowed. The nominations
received from all classmates were totaled and then stan-
dardized within each class to allow for appropriate com-
parisons. Positive and negative nominations received from
peers indicated peer acceptance and peer rejection in the
class. Following Coie et al.’s (1982) procedure, an index
of overall peer liking or peer preference was formed by
subtracting negative nomination scores from positive
nomination scores. This procedure has been shown to be
valid for Chinese adolescents (e.g., Chen et al., 2005;
Chen & Chen, 2020)
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Academic performance

Information concerning academic achievement in Chinese,
mathematics, and English, which are the main subjects in
Chinese schools, was obtained from the school records. The
scores of academic achievement (grades) were based on
examinations conducted by the school. The measure based
on grades in the subjects has been used and shown to be
valid in other studies with Chinese students (Chen et al.,
2005; Fu et al., 2020). To control for differences in school
tests, these scores were standardized within schools.

Plan of Data Analysis

The skewness (ranging from −1.06 to −0.50) and kurtosis
(−0.25 to 2.98) values of the variables indicated the normal
distribution of the data (Kline, 1998). Zero-order correla-
tional analysis was conducted. Repeated measure multi-
variate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used to
examine time and gender differences in latent scores of
school satisfaction. Another MANOVA was used to
examine gender differences in peer liking and academic
performance.

For Hypothesis 1, multiple-indicator latent growth curve
models were employed to examine the trajectories of school
satisfaction with the maximum likelihood estimator and
examine the measurement invariance by holding the inter-
cepts and factor loadings of the factor indicators equal over
time. Therefore, latent growth models based on latent
school satisfaction (i.e., school satisfaction at each time
point indicated by five items) were employed. Missing data
were handled in Mplus using full information maximum
likelihood estimation to derive the most likely parameter
estimates, as the pattern of missing data was completely
random (Hirose et al., 2016). For Hypotheses 2a and 2b, a
conditional model was then conducted to examine the

effects of peer liking and academic performance at T1 on
the growth patterns of school satisfaction. Academic per-
formance was treated as a latent variable with Chinese,
English, and mathematics scores as indicators. Parental
educational levels were not significantly correlated with
school satisfaction, therefore were not included in the
conditional model. Simple slope analyses were conducted
when there were significant associations between predictors
and growth patterns.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics of the variables, their correlations, and
Cronbach’s alphas are presented in Table 1. The overall effects
of time, gender, and their interactions on latent scores of
school satisfaction in four waves were examined through
mixed repeated MANOVA. Results indicated significant time
differences (Wilks’ Λ= 0.68, F (3, 685)= 106.63, p < 0.001,
η2= 0.32) in school satisfaction. MANOVA showed sig-
nificant gender differences in peer liking and academic per-
formance (Wilks’ Λ= 0.85, F (4, 682)= 29.90, p < 0.001,
η2= 0.15). Further univariate analyses indicated that girls had
higher levels of peer liking, Chinese scores, and English scores
than boys. Correlation results showed that, in general, peer
liking and academic performance were positively associated
with school satisfaction.

Latent Growth Curve Model of School Satisfaction

To examine potential changes in school satisfaction across
four waves, both the linear and quadratic growth models
were tested. Both the linear model (χ2= 461.61, df= 163,
CFI= 0.94, RMSEA= 0.05, SRMR= 0.05) and the

Table 1 Descriptive statistics
and zero-order correlations
among variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Peer liking 0.00 1.59 –

2. Chinese 0.00 0.99 0.32*** –

3. Mathematics 0.00 0.99 0.23*** 0.34*** –

4. English 0.00 0.99 0.30*** 0.46*** 0.42*** –

5. School
satisfaction_w1

5.63 0.92 0.16*** 0.11** 0.13** 0.17*** –

6. School
satisfaction_w2

5.35 0.99 0.12** 0.10* 0.11** 0.13** 0.84*** –

7. School
satisfaction_w3

5.26 0.92 0.13** 0.08* 0.11** 0.10** 0.75*** 0.85*** –

8. School
satisfaction_w4

5.15 0.99 0.11** 0.09* 0.16*** 0.13** 0.68*** 0.72*** 0.84***

School satisfaction is the latent score derived from its five indicators

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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quadratic model (χ2= 436.01, df= 159, CFI= 0.95,
RMSEA= 0.05, SRMR= 0.05) fit the data well. Based on
the chi-square difference test, the quadratic model had a
significantly better fit than the linear model (Δχ2(4)= 25.60,
p < 0.001). AIC and sample-size adjusted BIC values also
suggested that the quadratic model provided a better fit than
the linear model (linear AIC= 43927.54, linear sample-size
adjusted BIC= 44018.66, quadratic AIC= 43909.93,
quadratic sample-size adjusted BIC= 44006.50).

Results of the quadratic growth model revealed that
school satisfaction were high initially (intercept= 5.64,
SE= 0.04, p < 0.001), and decreased gradually (linear
slope=−0.29, SE= 0.05, p < 0.001), with some slowing
decrease over time (quadratic slope= 0.04, SE= 0.02,
p= 0.005). There was significant heterogeneity in intercepts
(σ2= 1.00, p < 0.001), linear slopes (σ2= 0.62, p < 0.001),
and quadratic slopes (σ2= 0.05, p= 0.001). Therefore, it is
reasonable to conduct conditional models.

Conditional Models

A conditional growth curve model building on the quadratic
latent growth model was conducted to examine the effects
of peer liking and academic performance at T1 on school

satisfaction growth patterns controlled for gender Non-
significant paths from gender to the variables in the study
were removed in the conditional model. The conditional
model fit the data well (χ2= 700.52, df= 257, CFI= 0.92,
RMSEA= 0.05, SRMR= 0.05). Results (see Fig. 1) indi-
cated that peer liking and academic performance positively
predicted the intercept of school satisfaction. Academic
performance negatively predicted the linear slope and
positively predicted the quadratic slope of school satisfac-
tion. However, peer liking was not related to the slopes of
school satisfaction. To depict the effect of academic per-
formance on school satisfaction patterns over time, pre-
dicted change patterns are shown in Fig. 2 for adolescents
with low (−1/2 SD and −1 SD) and high (+1/2 SD and
+1 SD) T1 academic performance. As shown, the temporal
pattern of school satisfaction had a pronounced concave
shape at the high levels of academic performance and a
decreasing shape at the low levels of academic performance.

Multigroup analysis was adopted to explore whether
gender moderated the relations of peer liking and academic
performance with school satisfaction growth patterns.
Results indicated that the unconstrained model in which the
path coefficients were free to vary across gender was not
significantly different from the constrained model in which

Fig. 1 The Standardized
Coefficients of the Effects of
Peer Liking and Academic
Performance on School
Satisfaction Growth Patterns.
Gender was controlled in the
analysis. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
***p < 0.001

Fig. 2 Predicted Growth
Patterns of School Satisfaction
for Adolescents with Low
(−1/2 SD and −1 SD) and High
(+1/2 SD and+ 1 SD)
Academic Performance.
s= linear slope; q= quadratic
slope. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
***p < 0.001
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the path coefficients were fixed across gender:
Δχ2(6)= 5.86, p= 0.439, ΔCFI= 0.00, ΔRMSEA= 0.00.
Therefore, gender did not moderate the relations of peer
liking and academic performance with school satisfaction
growth patterns.

Sensitivity Analysis

As the data were from four schools, a conditional model
with school as a covariate was tested to examine any
potential main effects of school on the research variables.
The new model fit the data poorly: χ2= 3490.00, df= 819,
CFI= 0.73, RMSEA= 0.07, SRMR= 0.07. The findings
indicated that school was not significantly associated with
the variables. There were no significant changes in the
estimates for the parameters compared to the previous
conditional model.

Discussion

The development of students’ school satisfaction is an
important issue in children’s and adolescents’ develop-
ment (Jiang et al., 2019; Skrzypiec et al., 2018). The
existing research on this issue has been limited due to the
inadequate investigation of social and personal factors
that predict the development of school satisfaction and
reliance on Western samples. To fill the gaps, the current
study examined the developmental pattern of school
satisfaction and key factors that predicted the pattern
among Chinese adolescents. The results showed that
school satisfaction in Chinese adolescents displayed a
decreasing trend in a quadratic growth manner over the
three years. Moreover, consistent with the developmental-
ecological perspective (Baker et al., 2003), academic
performance and peer liking were relevant to the devel-
opment of school satisfaction in Chinese students. Spe-
cifically, both academic achievement and peer liking
significantly and positively predicted the initial level of
school satisfaction. Academic performance also sig-
nificantly contributed to the developmental trend of
school satisfaction. In general, these findings are helpful
in understanding the development of the emotional aspect
of adolescents’ school experiences in the Chinese context.

The results of the study first indicated a downward
change in school satisfaction among Chinese adolescents,
which was consistent with the findings in other studies (e.g.,
Hui & Sun, 2010; Tiliouine et al., 2019). However, the
results supported a quadratic growth model in which school
satisfaction was high initially but slowly decreased as stu-
dents advanced to higher academic achievement. The gen-
eral declining trend of school satisfaction is often explained
in terms of the development of social-cognitive abilities and

changes in the learning environment. For example, Baker
and Maupin (2009) argued that the developmental trend
might be due to changes in students’ evaluations of them-
selves, as older students become able to assess their atti-
tudes more accurately over time. At the same time,
according to Epstein and Mcpartland (1976), as students
mature, they gradually become more critical of their learn-
ing environments. As Lam et al. (2018) noted, facing higher
academic demands at higher grade levels, students are likely
to experience increased stress, which may cause a decline in
school satisfaction. This may be particularly the case in the
Chinese context. Most adolescents tend to follow traditional
cultural expectations as they work hard for college entrance
examinations. As academic demands become intensified in
higher grades (Hui & Sun, 2010), students may experience
fewer positive feelings about schoolwork and other
examination-oriented activities in school (Tian & Gilman,
2009).

The overall decline in school satisfaction may also be
understood from the perspective of positive psychology.
School satisfaction is an emotional experience for students
and is related to whether the school meets their needs
(Baker & Maupin, 2009; Huebner et al., 2001). As children
and adolescents grow, beyond the traditional academic tasks
at school, their psychological needs system (e.g., autonomy,
growth, integrity, and wellness) inevitably change (e.g.,
Deci & Ryan, 2012). The school context focusing on
learning and academic performance may become increas-
ingly incomparable with students’ needs to pursue auton-
omy and personal interests over time. As indicated by the
stage-environment fit theory (Eccles et al., 1993), the lack
of fit between the school and individual developing needs
may result in negative emotions including school satisfac-
tion. Thus, schools and teachers should make targeted
reforms in response to students’ development and changes
to enhance their school satisfaction.

Beyond the general pattern, the conditional quadratic
growth model analysis revealed that academic performance
and peer liking might play complicated roles in the devel-
opment of school satisfaction. The results first showed
positive linear relations between both academic achieve-
ment and peer liking and the intercept of school satisfaction.
Higher academic achievement and peer liking predicted a
higher initial level of school satisfaction. The results suggest
that academic achievement and positive relationships with
peers, as major indicators of cognitive and social compe-
tence at school, determine, in part, students’ emotional
experiences in school.

However, the effects of academic performance and peer
liking on school satisfaction diverged as adolescents got
older. A conditional growth curve model analysis showed
that peer liking did not significantly predict the change in
school satisfaction. In contrast, for students with high
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academic achievement, school satisfaction showed a pro-
nounced concave shape, while for students with low aca-
demic achievement, school satisfaction showed a significant
downward trend. These results seem to confirm the critical
role of academic achievement (Hui & Sun, 2010) whereas
the impact of peer likeability may be weaker in affecting the
development of school adaptation in Chinese students. In
China, attaining academic achievement is emphasized as an
indicator of individual success and filial duty to the entire
family (Fu et al., 2016; Loyalka et al., 2021). The Con-
fucian doctrine, for example, indicates that children have
the obligation to enhance the status and reputation of the
family, which is reflected in school performance in child-
hood and adolescence (e.g., Ho, 1986). As indicated earlier,
there is strong competition among students in school. At the
end of junior high school, students participate in senior high
school entrance examinations. Students who get high scores
can enter senior high schools, which allows them to take
college-entrance examinations for higher education,
whereas students who are not accepted by a senior high
school may apply for a vocational school or go to work.
Thus, students receive great pressure to perform optimally
in academic work, particularly in higher grades. Those who
perform well are praised by others, which may serve to
increase opportunities for them to engage in various school
activities, whereas those who fail to reach the school stan-
dard are often regarded as incompetent and problematic
(Chen et al., 1997; Zhou et al., 2010). Achieving academic
goals may thus induce a sense of competence to fulfill one’s
obligation and lead to increased school satisfaction. The
importance of academic performance may become heigh-
tened in higher grades, as reflected in the accelerated
increase in school satisfaction among adolescents with high
academic performance.

The current study is helpful to understand the devel-
opmental pattern of adolescents’ school satisfaction and
important factors that predict the pattern. The results shed
some light on how educators, professionals, and parents
should strive to improve the quality of students’ school
life. For example, a major finding of the present study,
which has practical implications, is that the development
of school satisfaction showed different trajectories
between students with different levels of academic
achievement. For students with low academic achieve-
ment, their school satisfaction gradually decreased over
time. However, for students who performed well acade-
mically, school satisfaction increased in an exponential or
accelerated manner in higher grades. In the framework of
positive psychology, the goal of school education is not
only to promote students’ cognitive development, but
also to let students learn and experience positive emo-
tions in school life (Huebner et al., 2009; Whitley et al.,
2012). Thus, teachers and parents should pay particular

attention to the decline in school satisfaction of students
who experience academic difficulties. It may also be a
useful strategy to consider academically oriented inter-
vention programs for students who display negative
school attitudes and emotions.

It should be noted that whereas this study provided
evidence for the unique role of academic performance in
the development of school satisfaction among Chinese
adolescents, the results also indicated that peer liking
significantly and positively predicted the intercept of
school satisfaction. Thus, students who have more posi-
tive peer relationships tend to report a higher initial level
of school satisfaction, which constitutes an important
foundation for its development. The results suggest that it
may be an effective strategy to design peer-based educa-
tional and intervention programs with a focus on
improving peer skills and experiences for students who
display a low level of school satisfaction.

Several limitations of this study should be noted. First,
the present study focused on the development of school
satisfaction with academic performance and peer liking as
its predictors. To achieve this goal, the data on school
satisfaction from Grade 6 to Grade 9, and the data on
academic performance and peer liking in Grade 6, were
collected, respectively. It will be interesting to examine in
future research how school satisfaction contributes to the
development of academic achievement and peer rela-
tionships. Future research may collect longitudinal panel
data to examine potentially bidirectional cross-lagged
relations between school satisfaction and academic per-
formance/peer liking in Chinese adolescents. Second, the
current study examined the development of school satis-
faction in early adolescents. Research (e.g., Okun et al.,
1990) has revealed different patterns of change in school
satisfaction in different developmental periods because
children and adolescents in different age groups may face
specific developmental tasks, such as the transitions from
childhood to adolescence, from elementary school to
middle school, and from comprehensive school to an
academic or a vocational track (Li, 2021; Salmela-Aro &
Tuominen-Soini, 2010; Shoshani & Slone, 2013). Thus,
one needs to be careful in generalizing the results of the
present study to other developmental periods, and it will
be important to examine school satisfaction and predict-
ing factors in other age groups. Third, peer liking or peer
preference, which is considered a major indicator of
social competence (Chen & French, 2008; Rubin et al.,
2015), as a predictor of school satisfaction, was examined
in this study. It will be important to investigate the con-
tributions of other aspects of peer relationships, such as
friendships and peer groups, to the development of school
satisfaction in Chinese adolescents. Finally, this study
was concerned with general school satisfaction. The
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specific school attitudes, such as school liking, school
belonging, and attitudes toward teachers, may develop in
different manners. Future studies should examine the
development and predictors of students’ school satisfac-
tion in specific domains and other school-related attitudes
and emotions.

Conclusion

Research on school satisfaction, an important aspect of
adolescent socioemotional functioning in the school set-
ting, has been conducted primarily in Western societies.
This study revealed different developmental trajectories of
school satisfaction in students with different academic
achievement in China. School satisfaction decreased over
time for students with low initial academic achievement,
but increased exponentially for students with high initial
academic achievement. The results also showed that peer
liking significantly contributed to the initial level of stu-
dents’ school satisfaction. The study provided valuable
information about the development pattern of school
satisfaction and the work of both peer relationships and
academic performance on the development in the Chinese
context.
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Appendix

Items in school satisfaction scale

English Version Chinese Version

Item 1 I like going to school. 我喜欢上学。

Item 2 I like what I learn in school. 我喜欢学校所教的

知识。

Item 3 I wish I didn’t have to go to
school.

我希望不用上学。

Item 4 I am not interested in
studying during class.

上课时我提不起兴

趣学习。

Item 5 I like most of the teachers
who teach at my school.

我喜欢大部份在我

学校任教的老师。
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