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With reference to Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 1984), discuss how your own experience of environmental conditions has developed your understanding of preparing to safely participate in outdoor adventures. (1500 words)

Ethan Taylor – Coasteering
Introduction
Recently I took part in coasteering for the first time. In this essay I will be reflecting on my experience, what I learnt from it and what I would do in the future to make my next experience more comfortable. I will also be using Kolb’s theory on learning stages to reflect on what I learnt through my experience. The Kolb stages of Experiential Learning are concrete learning, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and active experimentation. 

Date: November 7th, 2023
Activity: Coasteering
Location: St Non’s Cliffs, St Davids 
Weather: Weather Cloudy and dry 11°c 
Wind direction and speed – 12 mph (Wind gust 20mph) 
Daylight hours – Sunrise 7.30am, sunset 4.29pm
Sea: Average sea temperature 13°c 

My goals and objectives for the day were to learn about coasteering and how to correctly and safely take part in the activity. I wanted to learn the about correct equipment to use, suitable clothing and safety precautions to take when taking part in the activity and learn how to do coasteering. Kolb’s (2015, p. 49) definition of learning is “the process whereby knowledge is created through transformation of experience”. I will look to explain how my experience relates to his definition and the 4 stages involved.

Stage 1 – Concrete Experience
To start the day, we had a meeting where we researched the weather forecast for the location that we were heading to for the activity. We discussed how it is important to look at the forecast for the sea and more specifically the waves, not just the forecast for the weather because coast steering is an activity where waves play a crucial role in water safety. We identified that the waves were not too high and that the water temperature was not too cold. This meant that the weather was suitable for the activity on the day.
We arrived at St Non’s Cliff and observed the water conditions before attempting to make an entrance into the water. We could see that some locations on the coastline were more dangerous than others, having more aggressive waves and we would avoid those areas compared to the ones that looked more suitable. Next, we decided to identify the best point of entry. We located a part of the cliff that had a gradual slope. This was our safest point of entry to get down to the Sea. (Point of entry grid reference SM751242). This point of entry was the safest because it was less steep and had a clear path down to the water. This was more of a designated path than other routes which had warning signs and fences in place. This route also follows the HM Coastguard’s safety advice “Only use designated paths – take notice of any warning signs and fences in place, be responsible and don’t take unnecessary risks. (HM Coastguard Safety Advice).
During the coasteering I noticed that my hands were getting cold and were irritating against the rough texture of the rocks. The cold water made my hands cold, and this made it difficult to hold on to the rocks which were rough and jagged. I felt worried that my hands would get cut on the rocks. This issue was also mentioned by the lecturer, who warned us to be careful when gripping onto the rocks while in the sea. I managed to counter this issue by putting on a pair of neoprene gloves that I had brought with me. This improved my hand grip onto rocks and the gloves protected my hands from being cut by the rocks. The gloves also raised the temperature of my hands. My hands eventually warmed up to a similar temperature to my body and feet which were also in a neoprene wet suit and neoprene socks. After wearing the gloves, I felt more comfortable moving through the water and holding on to the rocks. I was then less worried about my hands getting injured during the coasteering.
In chapter 2 of Kolb’s book, he describes the different models of Experiential Learning from Lewin, Dewey and Piaget, summarising them as (2015, p. 37) “In all three of the learning models just reviewed, learning is described as a process whereby concepts are derived from and continuously modified by experience”. There is a cycle to the learning process which begins with a real-life experience. The experience I had during the coasteering and how I reacted to it gave me a lot of knowledge about the activity while I was actively taking part.

Stage 2 - Reflective Observation
In this section I am going to reflect on what I observed from coasteering and relating this to the second stage of Kolb’s theory on Experiential Learning. 
I found that the coasteering was a new experience with a large learning curve for me, however I did overall enjoy the activity. During a point in the activity, the lecturer gave us a choice to jump off a rock into the water. This was also a learning exercise for us to know how to land into the water safely. I was apprehensive about doing this and was conflicted on whether I wanted to take part in this activity or not due to me experiencing acrophobia (extreme or irrational fear of heights). I did decide to take part and afterwards I was personally pleased with myself for pushing out of my comfort zone. Doing so I learnt a lot about personal mind set and sometimes leaving your comfort zone for the purpose of personal development and education. To relate this to experiential learning Kolb (2015, p. 41) says that “learning is by its very nature a tension and conflict filled process. New knowledge, skills or attitudes are achieved through confrontation among four modes of experiential learning.” By overcoming my hesitation to jump off the rock (the confrontation), I did something I had not done before and gained a new experience (the knowledge and skills).

Stage 3 – Abstract Conceptualisation
In this section I am going to reflect on how I felt about my body reacting to temperature during the activity. Kolb (2015, p. 41) says that “reflections are assimilated and distilled into abstract concepts from which new implications for action can be drawn”. Reflecting on my experience will help me to understand what I could improve the next time I do the activity and to improve my experience.
After completing the activity, I changed out of my wetsuit and back into my original clothing. I felt fine at first due to me now being out of the cold water and in dry clothes. However, I found that after 15 minutes I was a lot colder in my clothing than I was before going in the water. The lecturer said that we may experience something called “afterdrop”. The Outdoor Swimming Society (Rew) says that you can lose up to 4.5°C from your core temperature after swimming: “Afterdrop is common after swimming in cold water; you get out and feel fine, and then you start to get colder”. Since this experience I have learnt that layers of clothing are a method to try and counter this problem in the future. Putting on additional layers, such as a base layer and fleece will help to retain temperature in my body core. A hot drink will also help as it warms the body from the inside.

Stage 4 – Active Experimentation
I expect to be taking part in many more activities in the future, in the sea again and on land. These may be similar or new activities that I haven’t taken part in before just like my experience with coasteering. I will be going into each new experience with an open mind and will be willing to give each activity a go, which I might have been more apprehensive about doing before self-evaluation.
To make my future experiences more comfortable, I will be putting more time and thought into preparing for the activity. My experience in coasteering has shown me that the preparation is one of the most important stages of an activity. In the future I will be more prepared for different types of weather conditions and terrains with appropriate layers of clothing and equipment. I plan to invest in good quality clothing layers now that I understand the importance of layering. I shall also research methods of staying warm and maintaining a good body temperature. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion I would say that I enjoyed the coasteering and I am keen to do it again. I have reflected on my experience and learnt that better preparation and suitable layers of clothing are important the next time I do it. I also think that my mindset for being willing to do something out of my comfort zone highlights the conflict I may experience when learning something new. 
With the more activities I do then I will gain more knowledge from taking part. I will reflect on each activity and think about what I would differently next time to improve it. This can be repeated every time I take part in an activity, which describes the cycle of continuous learning by Kolb.
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