Outdoor Adventure Education as Experiential Learning: My Welsh Journey Through Kolb’s Cycle
Outdoor adventure education is a powerful and effective way of experiential learning that bridges personal growth with environmental awareness. It is different from traditional education, mainly because learning comes from the process of doing rather than being taught in a didactic way. Traditional education allows students to be passive and make surface level connections, with the goal of meeting teacher’s expectations and getting good grades. Outdoor adventure education, on the other hand, allows students to make deeper connections, like understanding environmental sustainability, and to find significance in a context through the act of doing. It is is a form of experiential learning: the student is actively participating, building their own knowledge and meaning by reflecting on experiences, and that knowledge is often tested and evaluated in real time. Learning theories have been explored for thousands of years, including David A. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory, Karl E. Rohnke’s Challenge by Choice, and Colin Mortlock’s Stages of Adventure. Outdoor adventure education serves as a vehicle for experiential learning. By applying Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory, reflecting moments of adventure, and putting knowledge into action, students can translate outdoor experiences into deep, lasting personal development and environmental awareness. 
My experience adventuring Gower, Wales demonstrates how navigating myself through challenging activities exemplifies learning in the way of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle and highlights Mortlock’s Stages of Adventure. Within Kolb’s Theory there’s a cycle that demonstrates how an experience becomes knowledge. Kolb’s Cycle can occur over a long period of time or even within seconds. The cycle has four stages. First comes Concrete Experience, the stage of doing or having the experience itself. This is followed by Reflective Observation, where you review and reflect on what just happened. From there, the learner moves into Abstract Conceptualization, drawing conclusions and forming lessons out of that reflection. Finally, Active Experimentation is where those lessons get planned out and tried in practice. The cycle commonly starts at Concrete Experience, the moment of conscious engagement where you act based on the current obstacles and you can describe only the present sights, thoughts, and feelings (Kolb, 1984).
 The day I conquered Gower with my Hobart and William Smith peers and University of Wales Trinity St. David mentors, was the first time on that trip I questioned my abilities. The whole experience demonstrated a big process of Kolb’s Cycle, but in certain moments I experienced the Cycle within seconds. First, I’ll describe the Concrete Experience; what I did. 
First, we were dropped off by our head instructors at Gower Peninsula parking lot and told to hike as group with our English and Welsh mentor “buddies”, Ellen and Will. Tomo, our head instructor, kept saying things like “You can cry back to the van, it’s up to you” or would describe the plans after the adventure and end with “If you make it”. Having just met everyone, these comments did what he intended to; scare me. During our hike I felt mostly content, taking in the views, and chatting with my new friends. However, every so often fear crept in about what challenge could be waiting for me. I would follow the steps of the person in front of me unless were too slow or mis stepped. These small moments were Kolb’s Cycle happening in seconds. I'd see someone misstep on a rock, notice it wasn't the safest way up, decide I could go around it, and act on that This happened over and over, and each time I gained a little more knowledge about how to move across the terrain. Using Mortlock's Stages of Adventure, I'd classify this part of the hike as his Adventure stage: I was having fun and using my capabilities more fully, but I still felt in control. (Mortlock, 1987).
As we finally reached the point where our instructors met us, I felt instant gratitude and relief. Even seeing these calm figures, carrying a slight look of boredom and irritation for our lateness, I thought our adventure was now in their hands. Nevertheless, it just had started! I almost wanted to cry over the ridiculousness of hearing our next adventure, but it just made me laugh. Tomo described the dangers of Death Valley and his storytelling really worked on me. I questioned every ability of mine. Playing hockey since I was 3 years old, working out for years, being able to hike, all of it went out the window like it didn’t apply to Death Valley. I felt defeated, but one thing stuck with me from hockey and that was succumbing to defeat. 
Everyone wanted to do it, so I did it. I ended up conquering a ridge on Death Valley, but rock climbing was next. I’d never rock climbed outside before and thought “What if I don’t tie this correctly and I go falling to my death”. Up to this moment, I was in Mortlock’s Stage of Frontier Adventure. I was pushing my limits but nonetheless, I carried on. (Mortlock, 1987). After I finished and found my way to the other finished students, I felt proud of myself. I wanted to keep going. I started my decent in Mortlock’s Stage Adventure because I was using skill and testing my capabilities, but I never felt that I was pushing my limits. (Mortlock, 1987).  This sense of pride from gaining knowledge of a new landscape, my physical abilities, and my mental toughness became my new itch for adventure. 
Looking back using Kolb's Reflective Observation stage, I understand that my biggest obstacle that day wasn't my physical capability but my own internal belief in myself. Before this program, I already knew I had anxiety, especially when I play hockey or do schoolwork. I’m very critical of myself because I’m a perfectionist and I knew that the Wales trip would test this and potentially help me let loose. When I felt anxious coming across Death Valley, I acknowledge it and didn’t let it stop me from moving forward. A lot of nerves came from Tomo’s storytelling because I convinced myself I was doomed the moment I stepped on the ridge. When I listened to my anxiety about the potential risks, it became the anxiety’s experience.  However, being able to do it, not think, and not run back crying to the van made the experience mine. 
In all these adventures, Tomo proposed us Rohnke’s Challenge by Choice. He gave every student a say in their own degree in participation and encouraged everyone to set their own goals and definition of success (Rohnke, 2000). The goals I set were to become a leader, be more present, and become more confident. During my time in Wales, I would reflect and believe my confidence came from watching everyone else participating. Although, now I can see that it was much more than that. 
By making the outdoor adventure my experience from acknowledging and pushing through anxiety, I’m able to be more present and active in learning to achieve my goals. In using Kolb’s stage Abstract Conceptualization, I found ways I could improve my situation. Tomo’s storytelling exemplifies how your thoughts determine your reality, whether they are true or not. As I continued to defeat the following adventures, I grew an understanding that his words were intended to scare me. If it weren’t for the active participation in constant exposure to challenging outdoor adventure, I wouldn’t have lasting knowledge in the same way as in a passive classroom setting. Now I remind myself not to take everything someone tells me into value and instead to trust my gut and just do the thing. 
In Wales, it wasn’t only everyone uplifting attitude that made me want to do it. At the end of the day, I found improvement in my character and happiness from the consistent willingness to just say yes. 
Being in Wales also gave me a deeper appreciation for the natural world and a stronger motivation to think about human impact on sustainability. Being outside not only contributed to my physical and mental health but also widened my global view. I’d never visited Wales prior to this trip, so there I learned new environmentally sustainable practices and efforts. One thing that resonated with me, specifically to the UK, is the history of the vast rolling fields. I was told they were once forests that held many ecosystems and diverse wildlife, but they all were destroyed by farming. I already had a yearning to work with wildlife conservation, but this inspired me to want to do more. It’s crazy that even a small country like Wales could have such a large environmental issue. I believe this is the exact problem that calls for global awareness for wildlife protection. 
With my new understanding I can turn my knowledge from the previous stages, into action. Using Kolb’s stage Active Experimentation, I can transform what I learned into new approaches, behaviors, and experimenting. First, I’ve acknowledged the cost of overthinking. When anxiety strikes, I can acknowledge and remember that it’s just thoughts, not reality. If I look back at all of my accomplishments, I can remind myself of my capability to try new things. After Gower, I reminded myself to simply say “yes” to more opportunities. Secondly, I’ve reflected and highlighted the significance of the natural world and found ideas for future action. Starting small, I believe local awareness at Hobart and William Smith about wildlife conservation and environmental sustainability of Wales could educate and inspire the young generation into wanting to shape our future in a better light. In this way, thoughts are not stagnant ideas but become knowledge by implementing lessons into action. 
Active Experimentation creates a new Concrete Experience, which is really the proof that outdoor education is a continuous loop of improvement. The Wales trip gave me endless versions of Kolb's cycle across all its different adventures, and it was that constant repetition, actively participating over and over, that let the lessons really sink in and turn into deep knowledge.
Ultimately, outdoor adventure education stands out as a uniquely transformative vehicle for experiential learning because it demands an active engagement with personal risk and the natural world that that traditional, didactic learning simply can't. By applying Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle to my Gower adventure, this journey illustrates how being in an environment that forces active participation and challenge translates to meaningful knowledge. Exploring Mortlock’s stages of adventure and Rohnke’s Challenge by Choice allowed myself to characterize my personal state and shift myself from being paralyzed in self-doubt to empowered, confident, and a reminder of being human. On the other hand, learning about the ecological history of Wales and seeing it before me expanded my global knowledge and interest in environmental sustainability and wildlife conservation. In the end, outdoor education achieves what traditional, didactic learning cannot. It forces us to be active participants, explicitly challenging us to individually navigate our own limits and capabilities, all to reflect, find methods to improve, and take action to do it better, then repeat. In this way, we gain knowledge about ourselves and our surroundings because we are actively thinking through the act of doing and constantly able to do it again and again. 
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