Outdoor education is an invaluable method for the pursuit of understanding. Outdoor education as an experiential learning process is a perfect medium through which students and instructors can learn much about their learning and teaching methods. Through outdoor education, everyone is exposed to elements that can create many emotions. These differing emotions can lead to some people thriving or suffering due to different stressors or environments. This can help the student learn their limits and instructors how far to push while still being effective in their teachings. Learning these limits can be done by utilizing the four stages of Kolb’s learning cycle. This four-stage cycle allows people to experience, reflect, analyze, and implement their findings in future and present situations. This method is extremely effective when paired with outdoor education as a medium of experiential learning. 

The first stage in Kolb’s four stages is “Concrete experience.” The concrete experience refers to when the partaker decides to embark on a journey or adventure. The act of actually doing this and experiencing the journey or adventure is the concrete experience. Through this stage, the student or instructor can experience firsthand their learning process and what is effective and ineffective towards their growth. During my three weeks in Wales, where I partook in the Outdoor Education program with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, I found myself in the concrete experience stage of the Kolb cycle often. As we did more activities every day, I began to grow and become better at realizing what stage of the Kolb cycle I was currently in during that moment. Throughout the spring semester back at Hobart and William Smith College, I felt like I understood what the Kolb cycle was. However, once I arrived in Wales and began embarking on these adventures with the group, I realized that knowing what something is and actually experiencing it firsthand are two completely different things. Being able to experience something first hand seems to hold much more weight than reading about it in a classroom, which is why Outdoor Education to achieve the experiential learning method is far superior to the traditional learning model in my own opinion. 

The best example of when I first experienced the concrete experience, stage one of the Kolb cycle, was when we climbed up Pen y Fan. Pen y Fan, which is the highest peak in Southern Wales. With the summit being 886m, or 2,907ft tall, I found myself constantly looking up at the summit and thinking “That seems really tall…”. This action of looking up at the summit and comparing it to where I was at the moment forced me to be where my feet were, which helped me engage with the first stage of the Kolb cycle. Through engaging with the first stage of the Kolb cycle, I was able to begin my journey through the world of outdoor education and experiential learning. This beginning was the start of a learning experience that I wish everyone would get the chance to have. 

Pen y Fan was a difficult hike, but once I got to the summit I knew exactly what to do, and that was to go off by myself for a minute or two and reflect on what I had just accomplished. This reflection is where the reflective observation part of the cycle started. The climb up Pen y Fan provided the perfect example for the Kolb cycle to take place. Accomplishment in the classroom is a satisfactory feeling, but accomplishment in the outdoors after a difficult experience while also incorporating academic material opens up a whole new world. All of a sudden the material we discussed in the classroom became much easier to understand and apply to my everyday life and how I went about the hike. This reflective observation allowed me to look back on the hike I just did. While I was looking back on the hike, I was able to see what worked throughout the hike. Some of these realizations included keeping a steady pace, not stopping too many times to take pictures, and finding a good time to stop and see the views. After taking a few minutes to myself I concluded my first firsthand experience with the reflective observation stage of the Kolb cycle. After we descended Pen y Fan, I was able to reflect further, by looking up at where I just was. This allowed me to see the whole hike come to an end and allowed me to think about the hike entirely. I attributed this part in my hike to finishing a task after you've done the hard part and decided I wanted to apply this to my everyday life. Far too often we do all the heavy lifting just for our form and motivation to fall to the spider when it matters the most. The reflective observation stage in Kolb’s learning cycle is often overlooked in my opinion, but I found it imperative to the solidity of a good Kolb cycle. 

After I descended Pen y Fan I allowed myself to advance to the abstract conceptualization stage of Kolb’s four-stage cycle. This stage, the third one, was more complex regarding my reflection and conceptualization. That night before I went to bed I set aside time to think about how I could apply the lessons I learned from hiking up to the summit of Pen y Fan. After some deep thinking I made the connection that if something is hard, it usually brings about good. In this case, I had a difficult time with the hike, as it was the tallest peak I had done at the time. However, once I reached the top I had an extreme euphoric feeling where I felt like I was on top of the world. This could be applied to many different aspects of my life. Triumphing over a difficult situation is one of the best feelings as I mentioned previously. Using this now-rediscovered feeling, gave me motivation for many aspects of my life such as athletics and academics. I often overthink this feeling due to the mundane and monotonous nature of both athletics and academics, but I now have more motivation to pursue this feeling because of the hike up Pen y Fan. This could have only been rediscovered through outdoor education and experiential learning in my eyes. 

Finally, we progress to the final stage which is active experimentation. Following my hike up Pen y Fan we submitted to both Cadair Idris and Mount Snowdon. Before both of these hikes, I looked back on my hike at Pen y Fan and implemented numerous now-known tactics and strategies to help me succeed and be more effective in my hike. For Cadair Idris I implemented more strategic breaks and stops to minimize my time going up the mountain, but also allowed myself to stop to soak in the natural beauty. These strategic stops were very important due to the load we were carrying, but these stops also gave me more motivation rather than dread, like how the constant breaks did in the past. As we submitted Cadair Idris I was once again filled with the euphoric feeling of success, but also with the feeling of purpose as I now knew how to submit hard peaks. Mount Snowdon was next and I was more than ready. With the hike taking the least amount of time, I realized that I had grown as both a learner and an outdoorsman. This filled me with extreme joy as this was my goal at the start of the trip. Without utilizing the Kolb cycle I don't know if I could have been as effective in achieving my goal. 
	Outside of hikes, I found myself referring back to these notions, strategies, and conceptualizations I had during my hike up Pen y Fan often. The whole point of Kolb’s learning cycle is to be involved in your own learning process, which is something that is lacking in the classroom and the traditional education system. Taking control of your education is imperative to success, as it can seep into your everyday life and help you build good habits. I am a firm believer in Kolb’s learning cycle and the experiential learning system and far prefer it now that I have experienced it through the summer abroad program in Wales with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. 
Evaluating the potential value of outdoor education as a means of experiential learning reference is rather easy, but also common sense. While being able to experience experiential learning through outdoor education, both the student and the instructor are faced with real-world, real-time issues that require first-hand experience. The traditional learning model lacks this as all things are required to be done in books or through pen and paper. First-hand experience through outdoor education is invaluable and a perfect example of experiential learning, which is why I learned so much in such a short period of time while abroad. With this trip now under my belt, I am excited to utilize the lessons I learned through outdoor education, experiential learning, and Kolb’s learning cycle in my everyday life, and I encourage everyone else to do as well. 

