Experiential Learning Essay

[bookmark: _Hlk88653888]During this essay I will be discussing my experiences in environmental conditions, how Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 1984) has further developed my knowledge and understanding of how to safely participate in outdoor adventures. I will be going into detail about how these experiences made me feel at the time, how I have learnt from these experiences and how I will apply them to future adventures. Apart from personal safety, I will also be discussing how Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory improved my knowledge and understanding of environmental issues in adventurous activities.

[bookmark: _Hlk88679919]Firstly, in Kolb’s cycle this includes “Concrete Experience - a new experience or situation is encountered, or a reinterpretation of existing experience” (McLeod, 2017).  I would like to talk about my most recent experience back in August 2021 where I completed my Gold Duke of Edinburgh qualifying expedition, this was accomplished in the captivating and breath-taking 823 square miles of diverse landscapes, Snowdonia National Park, best known for being home to Mount Snowdon, the highest peak in Wales (Authority, 2016). During my 7 days here, I had been exposed to many different types of weather conditions from extreme high winds to my whole group almost going down with hypothermia and exhaustion. I knew for a while that I had been experiencing symptoms of possible hypothermia as I had been shivering for a very long time and started to feel drowsy near the end of our walk (Prevent Hypothermia & Frostbite, 2019). This goes for many other members of our team too, at this point we all had to stop because we physically couldn’t keep going any longer. What we had been exposed to was constant heavy rain and freezing temperatures for hours during the day, mixed with walking up steep hills and boggy grassland, which is not an ideal day of walking. At this point we were on our third day of our expedition, hence the exhaustion starting to kick in. We decided to stop near an old, abandoned farm just 6 kilometres away from our camp for the night as it was the only bit of shelter, we had come across that day, as a group we made the decision to erect the large group shelter, emergency group shelters should be a main piece a kit to carry, it is perfect for sheltering from the wind (Windebank, 2019), we utilised our group shelter to change into warm clothes, eat hot food and huddle for warmth. Very quickly we began to feel much better and were able to make decisions based on the situation we were in. We decided once we were all fit and ready that we would cut our route short and camp much nearer than planned, this was due to people feeling they were ready to drop out due to exhaustion. Another reason we decide to stop was due to the group not being able to make decisions safely, such as map reading and taking dangerous short cuts to shorten our route. 

Which leads me on to talking about another experience, my Duke of Edinburgh gold practice expedition, which took place in June 2021 in the beautiful Brecon Beacons National Park. Established in 1957 the Brecon Beacons National Park “covers a staggering 520 square miles and is home to six peaks; one of which being the highest point of southern Britain, Pen y Fan, which towers 886m above sea level” (12 Top Facts About The Brecon Beacons National Park, 2018). During this expedition we were exposed to one of the most extreme heatwaves Wales has seen in a few years, with little knowledge of how hot and humid it was going to be, we as a group were very lucky that none of us dopped down with hyperthermia. Fortunately, what happened during this awful day was on the first day of the expedition, so we were able to learn from this and apply our experience to the other three days. Many things went wrong that day due to extreme heat reaching 33C, firstly, each member of the group not carrying enough water to hydrate. Each member of the group had approximately 2 litres of water with them which is a normal amount for a mild day. Due to the heat being as extreme as it was, typically any person in this heat should be drinking Six to eight ounces of water every 15 minutes (Spilner, 2011), but realistically we should’ve been carrying at least 3.5 litres each that day. Many of us felt very dehydrated, one guy even went as far to fill up his bottles from a flowing source of which we did not know where the start of the source was, he also did not have any purification tablets. Another issue was exposure, in that heat many of us became very sunburnt and one of the members of the group started to form blisters on their arms. Because of the heat and lack of shade, we as a group decided to take minimal breaks so we could get to the campsite sooner, this was a bad idea as members started to experience heat exhaustion. We knew this because some signs and symptoms were visible such as, heavy sweating, dizziness, cold clammy skin and extreme nausea (Warning Signs and Symptoms of Heat-Related Illness, 2017).

Applying the second stage of Kolb’s theory to my experience “reflective observation” (McLeod, 2017), I have expanded my knowledge massively on how to improve on similar future experiences that I may have. The experiences I had were “critical in the development of knowledge construction, as learning occurs through discovery and active participation” (Kurt, 2020). During my 4 day qualifying expedition I learnt many ways on improving future experiences, due to torrential rain we become cold very quickly so investing in some proper waterproof/windproof gear will really help to prevent becoming chilled. Looking back at it if we had spent more time preparing and checking the weather forecast more frequently, we could have planned much safer and sheltered routes. The routes we planned were mostly walking over ridgelines and were very contour orientated, with better route planning we could have stuck to more footpaths and tracks. If we had studied the ecology of our route more, we would’ve seen how diverse it was. More breaks with hot drinks and more food would have also played a huge part in preventing becoming so cold/exhaustion as we were on a major calorie deficit after 3 days of intense walking. 

Reflecting back at my practice expedition these main issues were caused by cold weather exposure, quite the opposite to my qualifying which was due to heat, upon reflecting on this there are many points where I will be applying my newfound knowledge for my next hot weather experience. Firstly, more water and purification tablets are at the top of my list for next time, even if I do not have enough space to carry more water, collecting safe water from a natural reliable source is better than gathering water from an unknown source. Suitable clothing such as a hat and light fabric can really help to keep me cool for next time, alongside adequate sun cream for the sun’s intensity, more breaks with suitable shade is also a must for next time.

The third stage includes “Abstract Conceptualization reflection gives rise to a new idea, or a modification of an existing abstract concept (the person has learned from their experience).” (McLeod, 2017), this is where I have learned from my experience, gained knowledge on how to better deal with the situation I faced and now ready to put into practice how to improve/ better prepare for my future bad weather experiences. I now feel safe to work either as a team or going out solo to take lead roles in future adventurous activities, also I believe I have a satisfactory amount of knowledge that I can predict and protect the environment to an adequate standard.

The last and fourth stage says, “Active Experimentation - the learner applies their idea(s) to the world around them to see what happens.” (McLeod, 2017), this implies that I have now gained the correct and right amount of understanding to put my new knowledge into practice and have a much safer and better experience in the future, I will actively plan an expedition soon in challenging conditions to further improve on mastering my knowledge in these situations.

Overall, it must be said that from what I have discussed, bad experiences during a situation can really help you improve on future opportunity’s and that having experienced something in a negative way can benefit you on knowing how to execute future adventures safely. I have applied Experiential Learning Cycle to my experiences and now know how to face any challenge thrown at me in any of those situations. It has also proved that doing some pre-research before participating in any outdoor activity can prepare you greatly for anything thrown at you or others around you in a similar situation.
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