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Abstract

The adaptation course plays an important preventive role in the transition of students from
primary to secondary school. This theoretical article focuses on the use of experiential
education principles within adaptation programs and their potential to foster a positive
classroom climate, interpersonal relationships, and cooperation between students and
teachers. It describes the structure, preparation, goals, and stages of the adaptation course.
Furthermore, it discusses its function in primary prevention of risky behaviour, the building
of trust, and integration of new students into the collective. The article also highlights the
benefits for the teaching staff and the importance of creating a safe and supportive school
environment. Experiential methods are presented as tools for consciously shaping classroom
dynamics and strengthening students’ psychosocial well-being.
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Abstrakt

Adaptacni kurz predstavuje dtlezity prvek prevence pii prechodu zaki ze zakladni na stredni
skolu. Prispévek se zaméruje na vyuziti principt zazitkové pedagogiky v ramci adaptacnich
kurzi a jejich potencial podporovat pozitivni klima tridy, vzajemné vztahy i spolupraci mezi
zaky a uciteli. V teoretické roviné je popsana struktura adaptac¢niho kurzu, jeho priprava,
cile a jednotlive faze realizace. Dale je diskutovana jeho role v oblasti primarni prevence
rizikového chovani, posilovani divéry a zaclenéni novych zakd do kolektivu. Text rovnéz
poukazuje na prinos adapta¢niho kurzu pro pedagogicky sbor a jeho vyznam pro budovani
bezpecného a podplrného Skolniho prostiedi. Zazitkové metody jsou zde chapany jako
nastroj pro védomé formovani tiidni dynamiky a posileni Zakovy psychosocialni pohody.

Klicova slova: zazitkova pedagogika; adaptace; adaptacni kurz
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Introduction

The transition from elementary to secondary school is a period of significant change
that affects not only academic performance but also the psychosocial development of the
individual. This process is associated with a change of environment, new social relationships,
and greater demands for independence and responsibility. From a developmental psychology
perspective, early adolescence (approximately 12-15 years of age) is a sensitive period when
individuals experience an increased need for integration into a group, acceptance by peers,
and the formation of their own identity (Erikson, 1968). In the absence of a supportive
environment and adequate adaptation, feelings of isolation, loss of self-confidence, and an
increased risk of risky behaviour may arise (Hanewald, 2013). The importance of prevention
and support during the transition is confirmed by research focused on school adaptation.
Kingery, Erdley, and Marshall (2011) point out that negative experiences in the first months
at a new school—such as difficulty integrating into the group or lack of support from
teachers—can lead to a decline in academic motivation, increased absenteeism, or anxiety.
Conversely, well-designed adaptation interventions based on strengthening relationships
and social skills have the potential to alleviate these problems.

Experiential learning is an effective methodological framework for developing personal and
social skills in adolescents. It is based on the concept of learning through experience, which
Kolb (2014) formally developed into the so-called learning cycle. This cycle comprises four
phases: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active
experimentation. In practice, this means that the student first experiences something (e.g.,
a team game), then reflects on what happened and how they felt about it, then formulates
general principles (e.g., the importance of cooperation), and finally applies these insights in
another situation. Kolb’s model has been successfully applied in both formal and informal
education, and its effectiveness has been confirmed in a number of studies. The theoretical
framework of experiential learning can also be linked to approaches in positive psychology
(Seligman, 2011), which emphasizes the importance of supporting strengths, positive
emotions, and meaningful experiences. An adaptation course can thus become not only a tool
for prevention, but also an opportunity to support the wellbeing of students and teachers.

Benefits of the adaptation course for individual development

The adaptation course is not only a preventive tool facilitating the transition to a new
school environment, but also a powerful means for the personal and social development of
individuals. This form of intensive group experience creates conditions for the development
of key competencies that are important not only for successfully coping with the transition to
secondary school, but also for lifelong learning and interpersonal functioning.
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One of the most significant benefits of adaptation courses is the promotion of self-awareness,
i.e., the ability to recognize one’s own strengths and weaknesses, values, ways of responding in
different situations, and interactions with others. Through targeted experiential activities and
subsequent reflection, students can become aware of their behaviour in a team, their level of
empathy, and their ability to take responsibility. This type of learning promotes metacognitive
skills, i.e., the ability to think about one’s own thinking and behaviour (Zins et al., 2004).

Adaptation courses focus on building and strengthening social skills such as:
e effective communication,
e active listening,
e the ability to cooperate,
e constructive conflict resolution,
e and empathy.

Research shows that participation in experiential learning programs significantly contributes
to the improvement of these skills (Conrad & Hedin, 1982). In a safe and structured
environment, students have the opportunity to “practice” their skills without fear of
evaluation, which facilitates the transfer of experience to school and personal reality.

Experiencing success in more challenging situations, overcoming minor obstacles or tasks
in adaptation courses increases students’ belief in their own abilities - so-called self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1997). This inner belief is an important factor not only for school performance but
also for overall coping with stressful and new situations. In addition, adaptation programs
strengthen resilience—an individual’s ability to adapt to change, withstand stress, and
recover from difficult events (Masten, 2014).

Transitioning to a new school is often associated with anxiety, fears of unfamiliar
surroundings, loneliness, or loss of social support. A structured adaptation program can
prevent these phenomena by offering a safe environment for forming new relationships
and open communication. Creating a positive first impression of the school and a feeling of
acceptance in the class is a key factor in preventing school anxiety and depressive symptoms
(Eccles et al,, 1993; Benner, 2011).

Adaptation courses also contribute to the development of intrinsic motivation—students are
guided toward independence, decision-making, and active participation. This style of leadership
promotes autonomy and strengthens feelings of competence and meaningfulness, which are key
needs according to self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Motivation to cooperate and
learn increases when the process is perceived as meaningful and supportive of personal growth.
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The benefits of an adaptation course for individual development are therefore complex
and extend to the areas of self-regulation, relationships, and emotional well-being. A well-
designed course based on the principles of experiential education can significantly contribute
to students’ academic success, personal development, and mental health, especially when it
is part of a broader strategy to support the school climate.

Adaptation of individuals during the transition to secondary school

The transition from primary to secondary school is one of the key periods of change in an
adolescent’s life. It is associated not only with a change of environment, new requirements,
and a different educational style, but also with the significant developmental tasks of
adolescence, which influence the way in which an individual copes with this change. The
adaptation process during this period is not uniform, but takes place on various levels -
psychosocial, social, emotional, and behavioural - and is influenced by a number of individual
and contextual factors.

From a developmental perspective, the transition to secondary school often coincides with
early adolescence (approximately 12-15 years of age), when individuals begin to undergo
profound changes in identity, autonomy, and relationships. Erikson (1968) describes this
phase as a period of developmental conflict between “identity” and “role confusion,” and
successfully navigating this stage is essential for future psychosocial stability. School plays
an important role in this process as an environment where adolescents not only acquire
knowledge but also form ideas about themselves, their competence, and their integration
into society.

Adaptation difficulties during this period often relate to the disruption of existing social ties
(loss of friends, teachers, familiar routines) and the need to cope in a completely new and
often anonymous environment (Benner, 2011).

An important aspect of adaptation is the ability to form new peer relationships. Given that
group identity and peer acceptance are strong psychological motivators in adolescence,
integration into the group is key to successful adaptation. For some individuals, this process
may be easy and natural, but others may experience loneliness, social anxiety, or even
alienation. Early support and the creation of opportunities for informal contact between
students play a crucial role.

A study by Kingery et al. (2011) shows that students who are able to quickly form quality
friendships in a new group have lower levels of school anxiety and better academic results.
Conversely, loneliness and social isolation are risk factors for school failure and risky
behaviour.
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The transition to secondary school is also associated with changes in the organization
of teaching, work style, and demands on student independence. Unlike elementary
school, secondary school teaching is often more structured and specialized, with higher
expectations in terms of performance, time management, and personal responsibility. This
can be challenging for many adolescents, especially if they lack self-regulation, planning, and
learning skills (Eccles & Roeser, 2009).

According to the concept of stage-environment fit theory, adaptation is optimal when the
school environment corresponds to the current developmental needs of the student (Eccles
et al., 1993). If there is a mismatch—for example, if the school is too authoritarian or
insufficiently supportive—it can lead to a decline in motivation, poorer performance, or the
emergence of problem behaviour.

Emotional adaptation refers to how the student feels at school—whether they feel safe,
accepted, and satisfied. Students who feel in control of the situation and have a supportive
environment show higher levels of school wellbeing and lower stress. Conversely, feelings of
threat or loss of control can lead to the development of anxiety, psychosomatic difficulties, or
avoidant behaviour.

The behavioural component of adaptation manifests itself in attendance, behaviour towards
teachers and peers, and involvement in school activities. The relationship with authority
figures is also important—teachers who are able to create a welcoming yet structured
atmosphere support faster adaptation among students.

Successful adaptation depends on several key factors:

e Family support: active parental interest, emotional support, and open
communication reduce stress during the transition.

e School climate: a safe, respectful, and inclusive environment increases the
likelihood of positive adaptation.

e Teachers and classmates: positive relationships with teachers and classmates
play a crucial role in how students feel and engage in their new environment.

e tructured interventions (e.g., adaptation courses): activities focused on
supporting relationships, teamwork, and reflection increase the level of inclusion
and reduce social anxiety.
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Adaptation course - preparation, implementation, and evaluation

An adaptation course is an educational tool designed to facilitate students’ transition to a new
school environment through structured activities focused on getting to know each other,
building trust, developing cooperation, and establishing a positive classroom atmosphere.
The success of an adaptation course depends on its high-quality preparation, effective
implementation, and thorough reflection on the results. It is the complexity of this approach
that distinguishes it from mere field trips or school trips.

1. Preparation of the adaptation course

The preparatory phase is crucial to ensuring the effectiveness of the adaptation course and
should be planned well in advance. It includes several levels:

Analysis of class needs and context - For example, identifying students’ previous experiences,
possible risks (e.g., inclusion, language barriers, tensions between groups).

e Setting goals - Clearly formulated goals help keep the program on track and
evaluate its impact. These may be social goals (promoting teamwork), emotional
goals (building trust), or prevention goals (e.g., strengthening resilience to
bullying).

e Choosing the location and time - An environment outside of school is recommended,
preferably in nature, with plenty of space for movement and interaction.

e Creatingamethodological plan-The planshouldinclude notonlyalistofactivities,
but also their sequence, timetable, requirements, and forms of evaluation.

¢ Involvement of the teaching team - Ideally, the class teacher, school psychologist,
or educational counsellor or external facilitator with expertise in experiential
education should participate in the course.

2. Implementation of the adaptation course

¢ Practical implementation is usually divided into several phases that mirror the
logic of group dynamics:

¢ Getting to know each other phase - Focuses on reducing barriers and establishing
initial contacts. Activities such as “name and movement,” group games, or brief
sharing of interests are used.
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e Cooperation and trust-building phase - Includes team tasks, cooperative games,
and simulation activities that require shared responsibility and the involvement
of each group member.

o Reflection and sharing - Regular reflection should be an integral part of the
course, e.g., in a circle, in writing, or in the form of a guided discussion. Reflection
helps students realize what they have experienced, how they reacted, and what
they have learned about themselves and others.

e Final activity - The goal is to symbolically conclude the course, evaluate it, and
transfer the experience to the school environment (e.g., writing a class decalogue,
handing over the “class key,” a collage of experiences, etc.).

The course should be flexible and open to changes according to the current situation in the
group. Leading the course requires the facilitator’s ability to work with emotions, conflicts,
and group dynamics.

3. Course assessment and evaluation

The assessment of the adaptation course is an important but sometimes overlooked part of
the process. It should take place on three levels:

¢ Individual evaluation of students - e.g., through questionnaires, feedback forms,
or anonymous reflections. Feelings of safety, belonging, trust, and the benefits of
individual activities are monitored.

e Evaluation by the teaching team - focused on achieving goals, group functioning,
identifying risks, and planning further work with the class.

e Group reflection - e.g, in the form of a class discussion where students have
the opportunity to express their experiences, what they liked, what they would
change, and what they take away from the course.

In the long term, it is important to follow up the adaptation course with further activities
(e.g., class lessons, workshops focusing on communication or conflict resolution) so that the
positive effects last and become part of the class culture (Brackett et al., 2019).

The adaptation course is an important element of school prevention and support for student
development. However, its benefits depend on the quality of preparation, a well-thought-out
structure, and sensitive leadership. If implemented correctly, it has the potential to positively
influence not only classroom relationships, but also the motivation, self-confidence, and
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overall well-being of individual students and teachers.
Empirical research

This chapter presents the results of qualitative research aimed at examining the use of
experiential education in helping students adapt to secondary school. The main research
question was:

How are elements of experiential education used in helping students adapt to secondary
school?

The empirical research took the form of eight semi-structured interviews with secondary
school teachers who have experience with adaptation courses and working with first-year
students. The data was analysed using open coding and divided into three main thematic
areas corresponding to the sub-research questions.

1. Specifics of students’ adaptation to secondary school

The interviews revealed that the initial period after entering secondary school is challenging
for students both socially and organizationally. The most frequently mentioned topics were
change of environment, uncertainty, transition to greater independence, and fears of a new
group of peers.

Students often come from an environment where they had stable relationships and find
themselves among strangers, which can lead to feelings of isolation. Another significant topic
was the loss of daily parental supervision, especially for students living in boarding schools.

Teachers perceive that starting secondary school brings greater freedom, which not all
students are able to use constructively. There is also a tendency to test boundaries, which
must be corrected sensitively but consistently.

Theadaptation of studentsistherefore notjustan organizational process, buta complex psychosocial
change that involves new roles, relationships, and responsibility for their own learning.

2. Means and methods for successful adaptation

Research has shown that the most commonly used tool to support adaptation are adaptation
courses, which usually take place at the beginning of the school year. Teachers emphasized
the importance of experiential activities, teamwork games, and an informal environment for
building relationships.
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The courses are organized in various forms—from two-day trips to week-long stays—and
are often run in collaboration with external organizations. These activities help to develop
trust, cooperation, and mutual understanding among students.

In addition to adaptation courses, class hours, during which teachers include various games,
discussions, and reflections, are also an important tool. In some cases, school psychologists
also play a supporting role, carrying out individual or group interventions.

Teachers who have been involved in adaptation activities for a long time report that they
have a positive impact on the classroom atmosphere and facilitate subsequent work during
the school year.

3. Teachers’ experience with experiential learning and adaptation courses

Respondents’ statements indicate that experiential learning is perceived as an effective tool
for supporting student adaptation. Teachers consider it particularly beneficial in the areas of
interpersonal relationships, trust building, and creating a positive classroom climate.

However, some respondents point to practical barriers - primarily the time and organizational
demands, lack of methodological support, and limited opportunities for further education in
this area.

It has been shown that external organizations in particular bring new impetus and
inspiration, while also managing to engage students more. Where there is a lack of support
from school management or resources, adaptation courses are not implemented at all or are
only implemented in a limited form.

The research therefore shows that experiential activities have the potential to be an effective
means of adaptation, but their effectiveness depends on a systematic approach, pedagogical
support, and space for professional development for teachers.

The research results show that experiential education plays an important role in students’
adaptation to secondary school. Adaptation courses and experiential activities help create
a positive climate, support classroom relationships, and facilitate students’ transition to
a new school environment.

Although teachers evaluate experiential education positively, they encounter obstacles that
prevent its wider and more systematic use - primarily a lack of time, methodological support,
and suitable educational programs. To increase the effectiveness of adaptation processes, it
would be advisable to reflect on these barriers and strengthen support for teachers in this area.
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Conclusion

The transition from elementary to secondary school represents a significant developmental
and social change that places high demands on adolescents in terms of adaptation, identity,
autonomy, and relationships. Theoretical knowledge and research findings confirm that
this period is particularly risky for the development of anxiety, feelings of insecurity, and
disruption of school motivation.

Experiential education—applied mainly in the form of adaptation courses—has proven to
be an effective means of supporting this challenging transition. It allows students to develop
social skills, strengthens self-awareness, and provides space for building trust in a new
group. Teachers confirm that adaptation courses help to create a more cohesive classroom
environment, reduce initial tension, and promote well-being at school.

Empirical research has shown that although adaptation programs are very beneficial, their
implementation faces certain limitations, particularly in terms of methodological preparation,
organizational capacity, and teachers’ time constraints. Respondents express the need for greater
support in the form of training, sharing of best practices, or involvement of external experts.

In conclusion,adaptation courses areakeytool for preventing school failure and strengthening
school belonging. However, for maximum effect, they should be systematically integrated
into the broader school strategy, linked to other educational activities, and methodologically
supported. In times of psychological stress for the younger generation, the emphasis on the
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