
Kolb’s cycle and New Forest navigation


The concept of learning by experience is essentially the adaptation of an individual’s knowledge, skills or behaviour following an experience of doing something. Instead of being fed information through a structured curriculum, pioneers of experiential education such as Piaget, Dewey, and Lewin suggest that instead, a more exploratory approach is required for people of all ages to develop (Kolb, 1984). 

Kolb’s model of the learning process through experience, is comprised of four different stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation (which will then cycle back to the first stage). The cycle starts with a concrete experience which is when someone takes part in an activity, that then provides the basis for the individual to reflect upon and think about what happened and why (reflective observation). The third stage is abstract conceptualisation when the participant formulates ideas and conclusions from their reflection about the experience through research and exchanging ideas with others. This then leads on to the next stage; active experimentation, when the forementioned ideas and conclusions are applied to a new concrete experience. The cycle repeats as more new situations are experienced and then learned from. (Kolb, 1984). 

Concrete experience: 

My concrete experience was during my practice Bronze Duke of Edinburgh expedition. It took place in late spring in the New Forest and the weather was sunny and warm throughout. 

On a section of our route where we had to go off-road, I lead my team down a prominently trodden path in the open heathland that I assumed was the one we needed to take, but as we were walking, I saw on my compass bearing that we were supposed to be heading about 90 degrees to the north. 
I decided to lead my team straight across the terrain to the north of us to quickly correct this. We discovered after the first few steps that it was marshland. Due to the weight of our bags, moving in this terrain became increasingly difficult and we fell over a few times (which for the first time or so was somewhat fun but it quickly became arduous).

I felt guilty that I had got us stuck and was determined to still get us to the checkpoint and so I led us further into the marsh. It became stressful and tiring being physically stuck in this kind of terrain and it was beginning to get hotter as midday approached which added to the discomfort. The group dynamics became strained as most of the team wanted to turn back when I wanted to keep going; I was convinced that there wouldn’t be this terrain for much longer. After about an hour of wading through this thigh deep bog, we turned back around and made our way to solid ground where we discovered that my teammate had sprained her ankle.  

Reflective observation:

Upon reflection of this concrete experience, I realised that it was my hubris about my ability to navigate that led to the mistake of taking the wrong path. Having had what, I thought was a good day navigationally the day before, I was overconfident in my abilities and led us the wrong way. 
I was not mentally prepared for a situation where a wrong turn would result in one of my teammates getting injured. I therefore didn’t think about that possibility as I led them into the marsh. I had not looked at the map in detail before taking the path, and so was not expecting any potentially dangerous terrain.

I also assumed that the difficult terrain would not stretch out for as long as it did even after having looked briefly at the map while in the marsh. I think the stress, heat and the discomfort of the heavy bag began to affect my decision making negatively because I prioritised getting us to the checkpoint quickly over keeping my team safe. Feeling guilty made me want to fix the problem quickly by going in a straight line across unknown territory and not considering the effect this might have on my team members. 

I was also probably getting dehydrated quickly from the fact that the marsh was in open heathland with no shelter from the sun and the weight of the bag causing more exertion. This dehydration was most likely affecting my decision making in addition to the overall stress and fatigue of being physically stuck. 

Abstract conceptualisation:

In this stage I will aim to support my ideas that I have formed in my reflection of my concrete experience, with reliable sources. This will help me to develop my understanding of certain aspects I identified as contributors to my concrete experience. I will look into better leadership skills, navigational techniques and what I can do to minimise dehydration.

As a leader I should have been prioritising the safety of my team when faced with the marsh. I was prioritising the perceived time advantage in cutting across this unsuitable terrain as opposed to considering the potential risk it presented to myself and my team. The choice to cross should have been a decision made by the group as a whole through an assessment of the hazard (the marsh) and whether or not it was an acceptable level of risk. This process of risk management is an important aspect of leading a team and should be a constant, dynamic process that sometimes should involve the group (Long, 2003).

When I realised that the path we had taken was not aligning with my bearing, I should have stopped the moment I began to question where we were. Instead of trying to get us to our checkpoint, I should have first tried to figure out where we were on the map. This would have also reduced the likelihood that I would willingly lead us into marshland if I knew our position. In order to get a better idea of where we were, I should have looked at the environment around me with the intention of applying that visual information to the map instead of vice versa. (Walker, 2016).  
In looking around at the environmental clues, I could have also identified marsh vegetation as advised by Long (2003) in order to be aware that that kind of terrain was present. 
Plants such as “grass of Parnassus”, “bog asphodel” and “sedges and deergrass” (Gooley, 2014. pp 102-103) can all be used to identify wetter ground. 

Before taking the bearing and making the navigational decision to take the path, I should have had a break and a decent amount of water first. We had been exposed to sun all morning and it was only going to get hotter. The National Health Service (2019) says that factors such as sun exposure and sweating from physical exertion make being dehydrated easier. It also mentions that one of the symptoms of dehydration is tiredness and this was most likely negatively impacting my decision making. 



Active experimentation

I plan on developing my understanding of risk management when in a position of leadership in the outdoors so that my own personal intentions do not put my team members at risk. This may involve putting together a risk assessment next time I plan a route, by looking not just at the hazards on-route, but also hazards we may face if we get lost within a couple kilometres of our route so that I am more prepared mentally. This risk assessment should be done as a group so that everyone is equally aware and more prepared for any hazards. 

I plan to do more research into what clues a landscape can give you in regard to where you are on the map so that if I find myself in a situation where I have gone off-route, I can more accurately relocate myself by using my surroundings. I am also currently reading about different kinds of vegetation that may indicate a certain type of terrain or wetter/drier ground so that getting stuck in difficult terrain is more avoidable. 
The next time I have to make navigational decisions in a hot part of the day, I will make an effort to drink water more regularly so that my decision-making skills are not hindered by a dehydrated mind. 

Conclusion 

In writing this essay I noticed a potential link between the stages of adventure (Mortlock, 1984) and how this relates to learning through experience. I would consider my concrete experience as “misadventure”. However, I remember being almost grateful that I made that navigational error upon reflection, because it made me really think about how hubris can get you into stressful and dangerous situations. Mortlock says “[misadventure] can break down a rigidity of thinking and alter attitudes” (1984, p43). In my reflective observation stage of Kolb’s cycle (1984) I realised my overconfident attitude towards my navigational abilities and blind determination was to blame for what happened. This may also link into Dewey’s emphasis on the “quality of experience” being attributed to a person’s growth and development (1938, p9); my misadventure has led me to grow in my attitude toward navigating and leading by prioritising safety over any advantage that a potentially risky situation may present.  
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