Kolb’s cycle and Pen Y Fan

[bookmark: _GoBack]Stage 1: Concrete Experience

In this section I will describe in simple terms the events of the day and factors that I think are relevant to my reflections and learning from the experience.  

Date:		4th October 2019
Activity: 	Hill walking 
Location:	Brecon Beacons, Pen y Fan (886m)
Weather: 	Wind speed & direction: 40mph (gusting to 50mph) 
		Precipitation: Showers in the afternoon
		Visibility: 25m on the summit.  Cloud base at 800m
Dark at: 18:30

Objectives for the day:  	
to get to know new students; 
to introduce personal safety- clothing, fitness and energy


The day started with a briefing, focussing on weather forecasts and the activity for the day.  Although the air temperature was relatively warm, according to some forecasts the effects of a strong wind would make it feel much colder. 

We split into two groups with the aim of doing a “cross over walk”.  This would involve me leading group 1 from the Cwm Llwch car park up to the summit where I would meet group 2 who had set off from Bryn Teg.  I would then return with group 2 to Cwm Llwch. The intention was to be walking for about three hours.  My walk up with group 1 was slower than the other group and we met them on their way down from the summit near the obelisk (Grid reference, SO006245; 690m).

On the walk up I found that I was getting hot and cold, I was struggling to control my body temperature. I noticed that other people in the group were also struggling with this.  We stopped frequently and at times the pace of walking slowed, although nobody seemed to be struggling for breath and everyone looked to be physically fit. Consequently I sweated as we went up hill and when we stopped I cooled down rapidly.  As usual I had several layers of clothing on, a base layer a fleece and a water and wind proof shell. 
 (300 words)


Stage 2 Reflective Observation

In this stage I will reflect on each of my three objectives for the day.  In doing so I am attempting to organise my thoughts, feelings and knowledge about an event in attempt to further understand or learn from an experience (Moon, 1990:2).  Kolb (1984; p30) emphasises the need to reflect on experiences from different perspectives.  This would be appropriate for a higher level of academic writing but for now I am simply considering my experiences from my own position.  

I enjoyed the walk; the students were friendly well prepared and very motivated.  I am always a little anxious before the first activity as to whether the new students are committed and genuinely interested in studying outdoor adventure education for three years.  I find that hill walking provides an excellent opportunity to get to know people and to start building social bonds.  I consider positive personal relationships to be fundamental in my approach to managing the outdoor adventure education programme. I am also acutely aware if these relationships don't work that it can make life very difficult for all concerned! I was very relieved to find the students to be friendly, not only to me but towards each other, and that there was a good range of experiences 

The session did provide a relatively simple activity that most seemed very comfortable with.  I believe a gentle introduction like this helps to put people at ease.  I recall how nervous I was at the start of my studies; I remember feeling that socially I was out of place and that academically I was out of my depth.  My tutors provided some excellent introductory activities that helped me to make friends and reassured me of my ability.  

I was surprised by how much I struggled with finding a comfortable walking temperature.  I was too hot at times, partly because the group walked faster than I had anticipated but also because the temperature was higher than that forecast. I was also cold at times due to my clothing be wet from sweat, and the effects of the wind chill.  Undoubtedly, I was very keen to ensure that the day was relaxed and that we took time to enjoy the company and the environment. This meant that we did stop frequently and during those stops I was focussed on getting too know the students rather than adjusting my kit and looking after myself. I also have to consider that following a series of injuries and too much time at the computer that I have probably lost some of my fitness!  

These two points of reflection have a potential impact on each other.  If I am uncomfortable as a tutor does it impact on my ability to teach and to take a lead in the learning experience?  And, if I am feeling cold and uncomfortable, how are the students feeling?   

Stage 3 Interpretation (abstract conceptualisation)

This stage attempts to develop aspects of my reflections on the experience so that they integrate with recognised theories, either in agreement or as points of contention.  This aspect of Kolb’s (1984) cycle is based on his attention to John Dewey’s (1938) concept of social learning.  This is where I take my own understanding of the experience and compare it with other commentators to try and establish validity (support) for my views. In this section I will focus on two aspects: communities of learning and regulating my temperature through layering of clothing. 

I am aware of a lot of research that links academic success with social aspects of learning.  I am particularly interested in the ideas of communities of learning as proposed by Lave and Venger (1994).  “Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (Venger, circa 2007, cited in Smith, 2009).  This concept is very relevant to my practice in the outdoors as it is based on people (students and staff) working together to learn through activities.  Conversely there is a growing body of research that attempts to explore how students become disaffected and ultimately drop out of university.  One of the key factors identified is students feeling isolated (Thomas, 2019; 136).  I am really aware that every year that students can feel isolated at different times and in different ways.  

The basic idea of using layers as an adjustable and effective clothing system is well accounted for in key hillwalking publications (Langmuir, 1984; BMC, 2012; Long, 2014).  However, the principle is constantly being explored and developed.  I have always used layers and thought of the simple idea that I want to be warm enough most of the time.  Consequently I choose layers that have insulating properties and that conduct moisture away from my body to evaporate without losing heat. Further investigation suggests that to create a more efficient system I need to pay attention not only to the properties of each layer but also how these properties relate to each other (Laing et al, 2011; Morrissey & Rossi, M. 2013).  


Stage 4 Active Experimentation 
This year I have planned to run some additional activities that bring different groups of students together throughout the year. This will include helping Denise to set up a women’s outdoor group, trying to find activities that bring the first and second years together and developing a network of students with specific interests in different activities, particularly mountain biking and paddling.  I have rewritten the degree to include more modules that offer potential to learn with students from other programmes and that attempt to make links with external organisations.  I am also looking to develop assessments that require students to collaborate.   I am hoping that all of this will foster the development of a vibrant and inclusive learning community.  

In order to try and stay more comfortable and to improve my efficiency when walking with groups I have bought some new base layers of different thicknesses and different materials.  I plan on experimenting with different weights of waterproof shells too. I have identified some recent scientific articles that explore the technical features of different fabrics in relation to each other in clothing systems.   I will read these and others to try and deepen my knowledge, both for my personal safety and comfort but also to help me understand the limitations and advantages of the clothing that others use. I am also working on my aerobic fitness.  I am considering adjusting my own teaching/ leading style so that at times I become more authoritative- so that starting and stopping during walks, along with the pace are determined by me rather than the group!  I have made plans to adjust my workload so that I spend less time working at a desk. 

Conclusion
In conclusion I am pleased that the day provided me and the students with plenty of experiential learning opportunities.  In particular I am pleased that the day has lead me to re-examine my own practice and personal safety in relation to feeling comfortable and staying warm enough to function well during hill walking.  
This introductory activity seemed to work well, it looked like everyone enjoyed themselves and everyone gained a simple experience on which to start exploring the concepts of experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984). 
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