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Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory, is a way of thinking that explains how people learn through hands-on experiences. It is built around a cycle of four stages, which is called Kolb’s Cycle.  
In this essay I will discuss what Kolb’s theory is and how I can relate to it with my own personal experience I had whilst travelling in Vietnam. I will talk about how the challenges we faced whilst trying to build a fire made us think differently for the next time we camped. This is a perfect case study to show how the four stages of Kolb’s theory can play out in real life.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
The first stage is Concrete Experience, where you directly engage in a experience. This could be anything from trying something new, tackling a challenge, or facing an unexpected problem. Something during the experience makes you stop and think about what’s happening. In this stage, you’re experiencing it and taking it all in—what you see, what you feel, what’s going through your mind in that moment.

Next comes Reflective Observation. In this stage, you step back and think deeply about what just happened. You reflect on the experience and try to understand it better. A good way to do this is by asking yourself questions like: What went well? What didn’t? Why did I act the way I did, and how did others behave? Reflecting like this helps you start to make sense of the experience, turning it into something you can learn from.

The third stage is Abstract Conceptualization, when you take your reflections and start to make sense of them in a improved way. You start to think about what you would  have done differently and how you could improve your task in the future. You might ask yourself questions like: “What could I have changed?” and  “How could I do better next time?” This stage is all about analyzing your actions and their impact on the experience. You’re thinking about ways to handle similar situations in the future, and sometimes it helps to look for external input—whether from research, books, or talking to others. 

Finally, we reach Active Experimentation, the stage where you try out what you’ve learned. This is when you take those insights and put them into practice. You’ll test new approaches, experiment with different behaviors, and see how they work. This can sometimes feel like trial and error, but it is all part of the learning process. The experiments you try will lead to new and better experiences, which will bring you back to the start of the cycle, giving you fresh insights and helping you continue to grow and learn
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Myself and a friend that I met in Laos were very inspired by the ‘Top Gear Vietnam special’, and decided to pick up motorbikes in Ho Chi Minh city and drive them up to Ha Noi! 

When planning our route, we decided we wanted to avoid motorways and opted for country routes and mountain paths as this was a much more exciting and beautiful way to experience the country. Since we were definitely taking the long route and, in some cases, driving for hours and hours and hours, we decided to purchase some camping hammocks, sleeping bags and a tarpaulin so we could wild camp when we wanted to, since there would be large stretches of time where we wouldn’t be going through any villages or towns meaning there were no hostels or hotels we could stay in.
Our nights camping surprisingly went very well, but that lulled us into a false sense of security as one of our nights  things went very differently for us. 

As the sun began to set, we started turning our heads to the side of the road as we were driving through the mountains, looking for any dirt paths or clearings that could take us to a forested area that could provide refuge for the night. It took us a little longer than expected meaning we had a distinct lack of light for finding firewood and trees that were close enough together to put up both hammocks and our shared tarpaulin. We managed to find a rubber tree farm that was parallel to an extremely beautiful river, after setting up our sleeping arrangements we decided that having a fire and cooking on the riverbank would be a very picturesque way to spend the evening, so we started on gathering firewood. Since we were at the most northern point that we had been so far on our trip we hadn’t yet experienced some of the environmental variations that came with the change in altitude and geographical position. Most of the firewood we could gather was damp and cold, we were finding little bits of dry wood, but they were far and few between. I started on making the fire with the few bits of kindling we had as my friend went off to gather more. As I was building the fire I saw something move out of the corner of my eye, startled I turned my head to what I first thought was a snake, but then quickly realized it was water rapidly climbing the riverbank. Extremely aware of the distinct lack of dry firewood and the mass of water that was approaching our stock, I started chucking all the wood up the bank and calling for my friend Scott to come help grab the wood and other supplies we had.  After that initial panic was over, and we had moved back to higher ground it was time to start the process all over again. After an hour of no joy, it started looking like it was going to be a sleeve of Oreos for dinner, but Scott came up with the genius but not so sensible idea of sticking a tree branch in one of our petrol tanks to use as a Firestarter. So, I ran back to the bikes to get some petrol on a branch and luckily that saved the day. 
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Concrete Experience 
The concrete experience is trying to find a place to camp, gather useable firewood and make a fire to cook dinner on. The key event is when we realize the firewood is damp and there will be a struggle to light a fire. Initially when we first realized it’ll be a struggle to start the fire we experienced a sense of panic since it meant we wouldn’t have any hot food or extra warmth that evening.

Reflective observation
The environment we settled on was not the most appropriate due to the rising water from the river, which also added to the already damp atmosphere meaning there was a lack of dry wood to build a fire. These were not initially expected since it was our first time in a new environment. Reflecting on those points for future its best to research all areas you will be travelling through and potentially camping in. Being underprepared for a fire could have lead to a cold night due to lack of heat but also lack of food. 

Abstract Conceptualization 
We were forced to think on the spot and come up with a unconventional plan to start a fire since we were underprepared and our current skill set at the time was not applicable to the situation. In this instance we decided to use the petrol from our motorbikes to start a fire. In the future it would be much better to be prepared for all outcomes, not just being preprepared for the best case scenario, this means bringing fire starter’s, a lot more food and researching the area that we will be travelling through.

Active Experimentation 
We actively tested Scott’s idea put his theory in to practice by dipping the stick in the tank, effectively making a fire starter. The experiment is a success providing us with a new learned experience and more constructive thinking for when we next set up camp.
Also in future it is best to always have firelighters and enough food that doesn’t require heating up over a fire.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Kolb’s theory is something that is used in almost every situation. The idea that learning isn’t just about theory or passive observation, but quite the opposite, the only way to learn is through active engagement with the environment and to continually test ideas. It is extremely important to be flexible and open to new ideas when facing unexpected challenges.  

My experience in Vietnam exemplifies how Kolb’s learning theory can play out in practice. Learning occurs through direct experience, followed by reflection and conceptualization, which then informs an action. The success of starting the fire through trial and error shows that learning is dynamic process where solutions are developed through adaptation. By actively engaging with the challenges that were presented and learning from each stage of the process, I gained both problem solving skills and practical knowledge which can now be applied to future situations.
