Question: With reference to Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 1984), discuss how your own experience of environmental conditions whilst engaged in an outdoor adventurous activity has developed your understanding of preparing to safely participate in outdoor adventures.

My experience, which I am going to attempt to relate to Kolb’s model, was walking on Dartmoor when I was 11, I was using a waterproof cover on my rucksack, and the wind picked up and blew my cover away. This led to my belongings being exposed to poor weather and either wet when I needed them (i.e., spare clothing or food) or completely ruined (i.e., being either wet when I needed them (i.e. spare clothing or food) or completely ruined (i.e. electrical items such as a headtorch). This led to an exceedingly difficult night out on the more with soggy clothes and ruined food. I changed my plans (critically during my Ten Tors 45 Mile challenge). Instead of using a waterproof cover, I started using a dry bag to line the inside of my rucksack. This meant that I no longer had to worry about my items getting wet in the event of rain due to a poorly fitted cover.

Before I can relate this experience to Kolb’s experiential learning model (Kolb, 2015), I must first define what Kolb’s model consists of and what each section means. Furthermore, I must also state that the work I shall be referring to is the second edition of Kolb's original work, the content as far as the definition of the cycle is identical to his original 1984 work however it also includes his commentary on other individual’s critiques of his model. While Kolb’s model is indeed a cycle which means technically learning can begin from any point on the cycle, in most cases an individual will begin with something called a ‘concrete experience.’  A concrete experience is defined by Kolb as an experience which you have purposefully engaged with and in doing so have had an experience which makes you think about what you are doing. Whether that be a difficulty or mistake, something which can be avoided in future by changes in your approach (Kolb, 2015). Next in the cycle is what Kolb refers to as a phase of ‘reflective observation.’ This phase requires the learner to reflect purposefully upon the experience, determining what went well and what did not and what caused the eventual outcome (Kolb, 2015).  This is then followed by a stage Kolb refers to as ‘abstract conceptualisation.’  This is the phase where the learner may begin to question ‘What I could have changed in my approach to get a better result?’ and what they might do if anything similar occurs in the future. Lastly, the final phase of the cycle is referred to as ‘active experimentation.’ This is when the learner begins to take what they have pondered in their conceptualisation and apply to future practises and situations. These 4 stages are what makeup Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning and is what I shall apply my experience to in this essay.
The concrete experience which I will be disclosing in this essay happened (as aforementioned) when I was 11 years old, on an overnight trip to Dartmoor national park in Devonshire, England. It was approaching the early evening and with the weather being as temperamental as it is in that area, it had abruptly begun to rain very heavily when all weather forecasts beforehand had hinted that it was going to stay dry. In a panic, I began to pull over a waterproof cover over my rucksack, but in my haste, I had forgotten to attach a small clip on the cover to my rucksack and when the wind inevitably picked up, it was picked up by the wind and blown into the fog. Unable to tack it down safely I had to continue without it and when I reached a spot where I could camp overnight, I found that all my food and spare warm clothes had been soaked through. Meaning I had to continue wearing my cold and wet clothes and salvage whatever edible food I could from my supplies, leading to a miserable overall experience. It was the uncomfortable and possibly near dangerous nature of this experience that caused it to be one that I would go on to ‘purposefully engage with’ and begin to form future observations on what had gone so wrong, thus relating this back too Kolb’s cycle as being a ‘concrete experience’ (Kolb, 2015).
This event led to me reflect heavily, initially, upon my actions that day. Specifically, how panicked I was attempting to keep my belongings and kit dry by getting the cover over my bag as fast as I could, leading to me neglecting to attach the clip to a point on my bag, which led to the cover not being secure in the event of the wind picking up, which it did. This originally led me to believe my primary error was being panicked and that I should remain calmer in the future to avoid making such mistakes in the future. This further relates to Kolb’s cycle as it shows me reflecting upon the experience itself, looking at my actions on that day to determine if there was anything in that moment, with the knowledge that I already had that I could have done better to lead to a better outcome. This was fine, however the older I got the more maybe there was a way I could leave nothing truly to chance.
My experience, and my future questioning into how to further improve my practises, eventually came to a head when two years after the experience, during a family friends dinner night, who were ex-military and was named Paul, the topic of orienteering and in particular what had happened to me those years prior came up. This resurfaced that previous line of questioning I had where I wondered if there was such a way I could make this process foolproof. It was here that it was mentioned by Steven, after I had posed my earlier question to him, that what he does is he lines the inside of his rucksack, or as he referred to it ‘Bergan’ (Candlin, 2024), with a drybag then sealing it at the top, as it is easy to get a drybag which matches the volume of your rucksack. This meant that while the outside of the bag may still get wet the contents within will remain bone dry. What made this approach even better was that you could keep the outside of the bag dry using the cover, but the dry bag would always act as an all-important failsafe. Linking this back to a concept of abstract conceptualisation, this is an event where after questioning what went wrong, I then began to question what practises I could experiment with to make my performance, and results improve next time I go hiking or orienteering and I encounter similar conditions, abrupt and unexpected rain and wind.
This lastly brings me onto what experimentation I did with this new idea I had been given through my ‘reflective observation’ and my ‘abstract conceptualisation’ (Kolb, 2015). I had been hiking in the same area multiple times since the incident and the changes I had made had proved successful, however its real test came again a few years later with myself being selected for my Army Cadets’ 2023 Ten Tors 45-mile team. Ten Tors is an event which is hosted by the army every year where school and cadet teams from across the country come to Dartmoor for a 2-day orienteering challenge, where teams navigate routes varying from 35 to 45 to 55 miles visiting 10 nominated checkpoints (tors) within 2 days with teams being fully self-sufficient (Ten tors, no date). During this event I ran the setup which I had decided upon and shared my findings with my 5 other teammates. This meant that when, inevitably as at the end of the day it is Dartmoor, when towards the beginning of the overnight camp at the end of day one the rain came and fell hard. Then the wind picked up to the point where we had to lay our bags on our tents to prevent them from being blown away before we put the pegs in. However, because of the new practise of using the drybags in conjunction with waterproof covers, all oof our kit and food stayed dry, meaning we could be at least comfortable that evening and the next day. This relates straight back to Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning as an example of ‘active experimentation’ (Kolb, 2015) as it displays application of concepts and lessons learnt questioned during the phases of ‘reflective observation’ and ‘abstract conceptualisation’ and in doing so I improved my results in future similar situations.
In conclusion, in relation to my own experience of environmental conditions whilst engaged in an outdoor adventurous activity, specifically in this case orienteering, I have been able to reflect on a time where Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning, unbeknownst to me until now, assisted in giving me new information and having learnt a new strategy to improve my performance and safety when conducting that particular activity in the outdoors.
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