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Learning by Experience
To experience is to live.  By allowing an individual to subject themselves to an outdoor education it is then possible for that individual to reflect and grow, thus rendering a form of experiential learning.  Outdoor education intrinsically relies on the notion of taking experiences and learning from them.  It is the way in which we reflect and decide to move forward that a certain value springs forth from the experience.  Countless authors have approached this from multiple perspectives.  In this paper, I will be delving into the theories of Kolb, and Dewey, Morlock, and Priest with references to prior experiences and reflections.
It is important to first understand the factors that go into an outdoor education and how it may differ from how I have previously been taught to learn.  Dewey would recognize the way I have previously been taught as a “traditional education” and would consider an outdoor education to fit more into the framework of a “progressive education” (Dewey, 2002).  A traditional education is where most of the American population and the majority of the developed world have gained their respective educations.  The approach of the traditional model is a top-down or “trickle-down” approach where the teacher relays information to the student who takes the information as given without truly experiencing what is being taught.  Learning then becomes both imposed and forced since the ideologies are abstract and presented by older individuals who do not share the same values as the youth.  In this scenario, the learner must absorb all the information being thrown at them to be considered intelligent.  The level of competence is set by adult standards where the objective goal is given and the level of comprehension defines the student’s ability to learn.  This creates a drastically unequal power dynamic between the teacher and the student where the instructor has all the authority.  The way that the traditional model is set up makes education seem like a finite entity where once the allotted time is over, such as graduating from college, that education is no longer a part of everyday life.  
A progressive education is an approach to a more experiential education where the youth that is being taught, dictates the framework in which he or she learns certain subjects.  The initial notion of developing a more progressive education was derived from the discontent that people had with the traditional system.  The problems being the passive action of the student which hinders an individual’s intellectual framework drive for knowledge.  In contrast to traditional education, the progressive education system is founded in a bottom-up approach where the student experiences different subjects and the teacher acts as a guide to deriving knowledge from the experiential learning.  In contrast to a traditional education, students now have all the authority and are empowered based on the fact that they own their experience.  Thus, instructors in progressive education systems are merely a tool for students to take opportunity from.
	The conclusion of my trip to Wales brought many realizations, one of which is that it made me walking proof that a progressive education is valuable.  I have struggled my entire student life to work for a letter.  The result of this is a great deal of school work that I am ashamed of because it’s not up to par with traditional grading systems.  Learning in a progressive education environment, like in Cymru, derived a passion for learning in me that I don’t realize the same way in a traditional education environment.  There is a massive difference between reading or hearing about an experience and actually doing that experience.  
This leads to the importance of asking questions stemming from the interest level of the individual. Asking questions is a direct measure of the level of engagement that the student has toward the given subject. Dewey points out that when something is being experienced that the level of engagement will be higher- thus leading to more questions (Dewey, 2002). This can be contrasted with an abstract concept that cannot be experienced, where the interest level is low because there is no engaging way to experience the given concept. The way that a progressive education is based on is the concept of infinite education. Where even after college or “guided-learning,” the limits to what can be learned are endless. The basis of this set up is the way that individual inquiry can lead to an education in a certain discipline. 
The beautiful part of learning via outdoor experiences is the ability to continuously apply the techniques for insight and reflection to provide a framework for not only one experience, but from any and all experiences. Kolb’s learning cycle is a prime example for being able to understand the process and apply it to multiple factors of one’s life.  I will explain Kolb’s cycle with the most recent time I tried something new. It is not the most high-risk example, but this past winter was the first time I ever stepped foot in a squash court.  Firstly, is the concrete experience where I was an active participant in the game of squash.  Turns out squash is not as easy as it looks- it took me a while to get into the motions of swinging a racket on the run. During the second phase, reflexive observation, I began to understand the cause and effect relationship between different movements of my body such as planting my feet and focussing on a corner of the court.  It was at this time I realized that a steady, precise shot can be more lethal than a hit on the run.  The third phase, abstract conceptualizing, was marked by questioning the combination of specific movements that I had developed over my first game of squash. Finally, during the fourth phase, I began experimenting with new movements and thus started the cycle over again with a higher level of both confidence and skill. 
There are risks of experiential learning, though.  There are the do's and don’ts that could make or break an experience.  These are Mortlock and Priest’s Stages of Adventure.  The stages of adventure sit on an axis of risk and skill.  The lower the risk and the higher the skill, the easier (and safer) an experience will be.  The higher the risk and lower the skill and experience is, the harder, more dangerous, and more transformative an experience will be.  The first stage of adventure is Play.  This is a stage that involves little risk and ample skill.  Playing can be fun to experience, but being challenged by an experience often allows more valuable lessons to be learned.  The second stage is Adventure.  This creates a comfortable environment for a student; students are not out of their comfort zone.  The third stage is Frontier or Peak adventure.  This is the sweet spot in our axis of adventure.  This stage rides the wave between being in your comfort zone and being challenged.  A student should strive to experience Peak Adventure in an outdoor education to learn from it.  The last stage is Misadventure.  This is when the student possesses a low skill set while performing high risk tasks.  At best, this can lead to drastic mistake in an experience.  At worst, misadventure can lead to death.  
The value that is brought from experiential education (especially outdoors) teaches individuals more about themselves then could ever be obtained otherwise. The experiences held by individuals hold a power to learn that is based in reflection and understanding.  Understanding one’s own place in the world and within the community in which they are a part of. 



