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Reflective accounts of four kayaking sessions and my goal of achieving my sea kayak leader award

My original goal was to achieve my sea kayak leader award by the summer of 2020. Due to the outbreak of COVID, 19 this has had to be put on hold until after the lockdown has been lifted. For the purpose of this assignment I will be talking about my experience from four sessions and reflecting on what was learned and how I intend to achieve my goal when able to do so again.
Since the beginning of the course in September 2018, the one outdoor activity that has particularly stood out and that I enjoy the most has been kayaking and particularly sea kayaking. I had limited, self-taught experience of kayaking before and have always enjoyed it. Since having sessions as part of the university course and having instruction from qualified instructors, I have noticed considerable progress since the first time stepping into a kayak.
Again, due to the outbreak of COVID 19 and the fact I missed one of the practical sessions, I will be using four previous examples of sessions attended involving kayaking and review and reflect the progress noted at the time. The first session I will be reflecting upon will be the sea kayaking expedition attended in April last year. This was the week that really highlighted my love for the activity and also the week I noticed the most development with my skills whilst handling a kayak, specifically on the sea. Due to the fact the expedition was over a year ago and I did not make notes at the time, much of the reflection is from memory and details may be a little hazy but the information and experience gained that week was the most useful for creating a reflective account such as this one. The other three sessions took part at the start of this year and I created logbooks to jot down important information such a weather conditions, sea states and skills practiced.  
I will be using Kolb’s 1984 experiential learning cycle (Mcleod, 2008) to review and reflect on the four past sessions. This involves:
· [bookmark: _Hlk39750092]Concrete Evidence – Taking part in sessions
· Reflective Observation – Reviewing and reflecting on the sessions
· Abstract Conceptualisation – Concluding. What was learned from the sessions
· Active Experimentation – Planning and experimenting with new ideas concluded from previous sessions
As stated above the standard I am hoping to achieve, when again possible, is the Sea Kayak leader (moderate water) qualification as awarded by the British Canoeing awarding body (British Canoeing Awarding Body, 2017). According to the sea kayak leader assessment notes (British Canoeing Awarding Body, 2019), paddlers are assessed on four many categories:
· Personal Paddling Skills
· Safety and Rescue
· Leadership 
· Theory
Throughout this reflective account I will be referring back to this assessment notes and comparing them with the level I was at the time of the time of the sessions and finally go on to state in my conclusion what I still need to work on to achieve my goal of qualifying a sea kayak leader. 

First session 
[bookmark: _Hlk39761720][bookmark: _Hlk39765562]Date: 8th to 13th April 2019
Place: Holyhead, North Wales
Activity: Sea Kayaking Expedition
Weather: *Mostly sunny, little wind steadily increasing towards end of week.
Water State: *Calm, steadily increasing to no more than 3-4 on the Beaufort Scale. 

*My details on weather and sea state from this week are hazy as I have lost my notes I made at the time. 
Before taking part in the sea kayaking expedition, we had to have a practice session to prove we were competent enough to take part in the expedition. This took part on the 3rd of April. The first step was finding an appropriate sea kayak and adjusting it for my comfort. Being comfortable in a sea kayak is important as the operator will be using a degree of physical effort and is sat in one position for potentially long periods of time. Not only is it important for comfort but a kayak not fitted correctly can affect the overall handling of the craft (Hansel, 2011). As well as a correctly fitted sea kayak, we also selected an appropriate paddle. The correct paddle used when kayaking is based on several factor including participants height, form of kayaking (sea kayaking for this eventuality) and paddle stroke preference (Paddling.com, 2020, 1). As this was my first proper time using a sea kayak my preferred paddle stroke was yet to be determined so the paddle selected was based upon height and the vessel being used. 
The next step was selecting the appropriate PPE and clothing for the session, these items would be the same used during the sea kayaking expedition. Items selected were: 
· Wetsuit
· Buoyancy Aid with Whistle 
· Spray Deck 
· Helmet 
· Knife 
· Throw Line
· Warm Hat
· Shoes (optional)
· Cag (optional)
· Wetsuit Socks/ Gloves (optional)
There are other items, such as sunglasses and sun cream which are recommended. It is essential that PPE is worn whilst taking part in any kayaking session in the open sea as there is always a chance of capsizing and finding yourself in the water. Its important to have enough equipment to stay warm (correctly fitted wetsuit), buoyant (appropriate buoyancy aid) and wear head protection when in close contact with rocks (helmet) (H2Outdoor, 2020). 
After all the kit was selected the group travelled to and launched from Fresh Water East beach in Pembrokeshire. We followed the coast to the West for about a kilometre and practiced manoeuvring the sea kayaks involving going forwards and backwards and keeping the kayaks in a straight line whilst travelling. This session was a competency test to highlight where each paddlers skill level was before the expedition. 
The practice session ensured that all who took part were competent of going on the sea kayaking expedition. With all the kit and boats sorted from the competency test the previous week, the group travelled to Holyhead. 
The first day on the water was carried out in flat calm conditions along the Cymyran Strait. We launched the kayaks and all practised further boat control and handling. After some instruction on techniques on appropriate paddle strokes and how to efficiently turn the kayaks we focused on the skeg. The skeg is board that drops from the stern of the vessel and helps keep the boat in a straight line. For journeying the skeg helps you go in the same direction, when turning it is important for the skeg to be in the up position (Paddling.com, 2020, 2).
After more practicing and getting a good feel and control of the kayaks the group paddled south, down the Cymyran Strait against the incoming tide and out into the open sea. Skegs were used to help keep to kayaks going in the same direction. The effort of paddling into the incoming tide was apparent and most of the group were tired after the effort. In the open sea the sea state was no more the 3 on the Beaufort scale but highlighted the difference in conditions. The group paddled around the coast a short distance before landing on a beach and calling it a day. 
The second day began with talking about navigation and planning a route for the day’s activity. We started from the beach we landed at the previous day and continued to journey along the south westerly coastline of Holy Island and navigated ourselves to West and then North to Treaddur Bay. The weather was clear skies with a light breeze from a North Westerly direction I believe, which meant we were mostly paddling into the wind. The sea state was between 2 and 3 on the Beaufort scale, increasing to possibly 4 as the day went on. Along the way we practiced sticking together as a group, boat control in open water, further use of the skeg as well as some manoeuvrability around rocks and through channels. The day concluded with an attempt at surfing the sea kayaks into a bay. Great fun though ended up capsizing with my attempt and having to release my spray deck and carry the kayak onto the beach. Definitely in need of more practice at this point!
The third and final day of the expedition gave us the opportunity of practicing more boat control in a bay protected from the weather. We focussed on manoeuvring the kayaks sideways using the sculling draw technique (kayakpaddling.net, 2020, 1). Followed by some rescue drills including how to get back into a kayak on open water after capsizing, rescuing someone who has capsized and getting them back into their kayak, helping the rescued kayaker get water out of the kayak and then getting them back into the kayak. We also had a go at Eskimo rolling an upturned kayak (kayakpaddling.net, 2020, 2).
These three days in North Wales really highlighted my love for Sea Kayaking. I noticed my progress as the week unfolded and begin to understand some of the concepts of navigation, theory, weather and sea states. My progress during the week earned me the British Canoeing Sea Kayaking Award. This award consists of displaying ability of effective paddling and decision making, displaying ability to be go out in wind forces of 3 knots and tides of up to 1 knot, as well as displaying effective forward paddling, negotiating confined spaces and showing an understanding of an ocean environment (britishcanoeing.org.uk, 2020).
After the week in North Wales I decided Sea Kayaking to be my activity of focus. I planned on furthering my Sea Kayaking Award and going for my British Canoeing Sea Kayak Leader award. To aid with this I looked at the Sea Kayak Leader assessment notes (British Canoeing Awarding Body, 2019) to see what more I needed to work on to achieve this goal. 
The Sea Kayak leader assessment notes underline four main categories personal paddling skill, safety and rescue, leadership and theory. I will break them down and highlight where I need to improve and practice to obtain my Sea Kayak Leader Qualification.
Personal Paddling Skills 
Paddlers should be able to lift, carry and launch a kayak, display efficient and effective sea paddling skills, demonstrate an effective roll in rough water and be able to display knowledge and show capabilities of navigation including interpretation of maps and charts. 
So far, my experience includes the ability to lift, carry and launch a kayak and display effective and efficient sea paddling skills. Although practiced, at this point I need to work on my rolling as well as my navigation and understanding of maps and charts to achieve my goal.
Safety and Rescue 
This includes knowledge and demonstration of affective and appropriate rescues, self-rescues and be able to demonstrate different methods of towing. 
Rescues and self-rescues where practiced but require more practice to be able to demonstrate them effectively and towing needs to be looked at as was only demonstrated in North Wales. 
Leadership 
Paddlers are to display leadership principles, for example CLAP (Communication, Line of Sight, Avoidance, Position) (Gokayaknow.com, 2020), leadership strategies, decision making and judgement, safety awareness and management, display good group control and provide guidance through top tips and handy hints. 
All of the above was touched on and experienced through watching the instructors and how they dealt with the sessions. The only way in which to practice this is when out on sessions in the future. In terms of top tips and handy hints, experience and practice should built-upon knowledge of what to be able to pass on to others. 
Theory
Theory that paddlers must know include, knowledge of equipment and design, safety including coastguard and rescue services, weather, wellbeing, health and first aid, where and where not they can paddle, understanding of environments paddled in, group awareness and management and navigation. 
All of the theory-based part to the assessment will need to be practiced. Since the week in North Wales I have taken part in a passed a British Canoeing standard course on coastal navigation and tidal planning (British Canoeing Awarding Body, 2017). I am already first aid qualified. Everything else will have to be practiced and learned practically whilst on sessions and will be gained from experience and observation of instructors.  
At this stage I decided to make a SMART goal (Mindtools.com, 2009). SMART is an acronym for:
· S – Specific
· M – Measurable 
· A – Achievable 
· R – Relevant 
· T – Time Bound
So, regarding my goal of qualifying for the Sea Kayak Leader Qualification I aim to: 

· Specific - Achieve my Sea Kayak Leaders Qualification.
· Measurable – Log my experience and progress as I improve.
· Achievable – This goal will be made achievable with practice and instructed sessions as part of the outdoor adventure education degree I am doing.
· Relevant - This goal is relevant to me as I see it as a logical step up from my sea kayak explore award and do eventually hope to be qualified as a sea kayak leader.
· Time Bound – I had aimed to achieve this goal by the summer of 2020. This time frame allowed me a year to gain qualifications in navigation and tidal planning, practice and bettering my current standard and gain more experience through sessions carried out through the university course. 
There is also an extension to SMART goals, adding an Evaluate and Review element making them SMARTER goals. I have not involved these in the above section as I feel I have evaluated and reviewed my experience at length in the text above. 

Second Session
Date: 6th February 2020
Place: Llandysul indoor pool
Activity: Self Rescues
Weather: Session held in indoor pool
Water State: Session held in indoor pool

It was almost a year before I had an instructed session in a kayak. I had in the meantime practiced my personal paddling skills on a sit on top kayak. For this session, the aim was to practice self-rescues and how to get out of a capsized kayak. We started by talking about the principles in a classroom-based session. Next step was selecting the appropriate PPE. For this session we only required a spray deck, paddle and kayak as the session was carried out in an indoor swimming pool to allow for flat calm condition and close observation from qualified instructors in case of emergencies. 
On arrival at the pool we split of into groups and would share a kayak one between two. We used river kayaks which are shorter, and I found them a lot harder to keep in a straight line. First, we practiced simply rolling the kayaks and exiting them by pulling the spray decks of and escaping the up turned kayak. The next step was tipping the kayaks to around a 90-degree angle with our hands on the side rail of the pool and pushing back to a level position. This was followed by rolling again and righting ourselves with the side rail, followed by pushing ourselves back up with floats and then finally doing it with a paddle. 
I took to the session pretty well to start of with, being able to right myself no problem with the rails and after a few attempts no problem with the floats. One thing that stuck out at this point was how disorientating it was being upside down underwater in the kayak. The final step with the addition of the paddle really threw me. I couldn’t quite get the right technique required to right myself completely, only ever getting my head and one shoulder out of the water. I persisted with attempting this manoeuvre and had tuition from two of the instructors, but I was still having difficulty perfecting it.  I was becoming very frustrated at not being able to do it but finally began to master the technique and managed to right myself every other time. 
One thing that became very apparent with hindsight was that I should have broken up the practice. I should have given myself time to calm down and think about the manoeuvre         instead of tiring myself out and getting ever more frustrated. However, by the end of the session I had gained more experience in self rescues and was more competent than I had been before.
To review and reflect upon the session I will use Kolb’s experiential learning cycle model (Mcleod, 2008). 
· Concrete Evidence – Disembarking an upturned kayak and effectively righting an upturned kayak.
· [bookmark: _Hlk39768322]Reflective Observation – After practice I was able to disembark an upturned kayak and right and upturned kayak ever other attempt though became frustrated and was exhausted after the attempts.
· Abstract Conceptualisation – Happy with being able to disembark and right an upturned kayak but will give myself time to recover from attempts and calm down before attempting again by sitting on the side of the pool, watching others do it and reflecting on where I am getting it wrong. 
· Active Experimentation – Use the same techniques but give myself time to calm down and recover before attempting again if it does not go right first time.  

Third Session
[bookmark: _Hlk39769832]Date: 13th February 2020
Place: Llandysul Paddling Centre 
Activity: Boat Handling and Rescues 
Weather: Cold (8’), Cloudy, Light Breeze 
Water State: Flat Calm (Session carried out on lake)

As with the previous week, a classroom session was held before the practical session to talk about the principles of boat handling and rescues, followed by selecting appropriate PPE for the session. As we were taking the kayaks on the water full PPE would be required and as much protection from the cold as possible and especially in the eventuality of entering in the water. Kit required included:
· [bookmark: _Hlk39770621]Wetsuit
· Buoyancy Aid with Whistle
· Helmet
· Throw Line
· Spray Deck
· Shoes
· Cag (due to cold) 
· Wetsuit Socks (due to cold)

On arrival at Llandysul we selected an appropriate paddle and kayak. Paddle was selected based on height and type of craft as previously learned on the kayak expedition (Paddling.com, 2020, 1). There were no sea kayaks available at Llandysul that day, so I selected, on recommendation of one of the instructors, the closest kayak to a sea kayak available. The kayak chosen was a hard chine edged kayak, hard chine being a design were the v-shaped bottom meets the flat side hull of the kayak. This design is supposed to help with control when turning.
For the first part of the session we practiced handling including forward and backward paddling and sideways paddling which are all strokes I had done before, but it was good to practice them again with instruction. We also practiced side flicks when travelling in a straight line and how to brace to prevent a roll. 
Also practiced was how to preform rescues on other paddlers in difficulty on the water. Manoeuvres practiced included coming up alongside a casualty, using the kayak to push casualties’ kayak away from danger and emptying a capsized kayak of water. 
Whilst I had performed most of the skills on the session before, it was a good refresher session on some skills I had not practised for a while and good to brush up on these skills. 






Referring again to Kolb’s experiential learning cycle model (Mcleod, 2008):
· [bookmark: _Hlk39771842]Concrete Evidence – Boat selection, boat handling and rescues.
· Reflective Observation – Learned more about boat design and what types are good for what things, practiced and got more efficient with boat handling and learned a few different rescue techniques.
· Abstract Conceptualisation – Bring or arrange for a sea kayak to be there so I can practice on the vessel I want to be competent with, carry on practicing and brushing up on skills already learnt and next time bring tow line to practice towing. 
· Active Experimentation – Practice with sea kayak, continue to practice handling skills and bring a tow line to further my understanding of towing and gain experience.

Fourth Session 
Date: 5th March 2020
Place: Stackpole Quay, surrounding coastline including Barafundle beach
Activity: Experience on the sea and leadership 
Weather: Broken cloud, wind northerly to north easterly with 20 mph gusts 
Water State: 3 - 4 on the Beaufort scale, 4 ft swell, high tide a 14:29.

As with previous sessions, the day started with a classroom-based session to discuss the days’ activities, weather, and sea state. The objective was to give the group experience of kayaking on the sea. The option was given to practice some leadership responsibilities to those who wanted to as well which I was keen to practice. Full PPE was required for this session as it was on open water. Sea kayaks and paddles where selected and adjusted to fit each individual. PPE required included:
· Wetsuit
· Buoyancy Aid with Whistle
· Helmet
· Throw Line
· Spray Deck
· Shoes
· Wetsuit Socks (optional)

On arrival at Stackpole, we entered the water in relative shelter due to the quay and paddled out and formed just out of shelter from the quay. The group all had a little practice getting used to the sea kayaks in an ocean-based environment. I went around helping some of the other paddlers adjust their kayaks to get comfortable. The group was instructed to follow the coast to the east and practice journeying as a group. As I had some experience of this from the sea kayaking expedition in April, I went around those in the group offering advice on techniques that I had picked up relating to keeping the boat in a straight line, paddle strokes and how to operate the skeg. We were then instructed to paddle to Barafundle beach to the west and land there. We travelled together but the group became a little broken. I asked the leader of the group to slow down a little to allow the others to catch up which they did relatively quickly. 
The next stage involved surfing the kayak on to Barafundle beach. The only sea kayaking surf experience I had was that in North Wales where I capsized. A little nervous of embarrassing myself, I paddled in on the surf and landed on the beach fine. After a short break on the beach we all launched through the surf and made our way back to Stackpole Quay to the East. Along the way I paddled into a few coves to practice my handling in confined spaces before landing back a Stackpole and calling it a day.
Again, I will be using Kolb’s experiential learning cycle model (Mcleod, 2008) to review and reflect upon the session:
· Concrete Evidence – Experience and practice of use of a sea kayak on the sea, leadership experience, landing a kayak in surf and boat handling in confined spaces.
· Reflective Observation – Gained more experience of handling a sea kayak on the sea, practiced leadership attributes and offering advice to others, successfully landed a kayak on a beach through surf and gained more experience with boat control in a confined space.
· Abstract Conceptualisation – Would like to practice leading the group and keeping the group together whilst journeying, more practice involving kayak surfing and continuing practice of handling and manoeuvring in confined spaces.
· Active Experimentation – Ask to be given more responsibilities and to continue practicing handling and manoeuvrability on open water. 

Unfortunately, due to the outbreak of COVID 19 that was the final practical session I was able to attend as part of the outdoor adventure education degree. With the United Kingdom going into lock down on the 23rd of March 2020 and with it still being enforced at the time of writing this, achieving my goal of gaining the Sea Kayak Leader award is looking very unlikely. 
However, as previously stated I intend to continue brushing up on my skills as soon as the lockdown ends. I intend to maintain my standard of paddling skill and boat handling by practicing on a sit on top kayak. I intend to do this in the sea and practicing journeying and navigation in my own time. The more experience I get from practicing the better I will become which will put me in a good position to achieve my goal. 
When able, I intend, with permission from instructors on the outdoor adventure degree, to set up days in which myself and other students wanting to gain qualifications surrounding sea kayaking can go out and brush up on skills and practice ones not yet covered. I also intend to start attending sessions a Llandysul Paddlers to maintain and improve on my current paddling standard and ask for leadership advice and techniques. 
Regarding where I currently see myself on the path to obtaining my Sea Kayak Leader award, I believe that I have made progress since the sea kayaking expedition despite a long gap between starting sessions in between. I needed practice to brush up on some of the skills but achieved that standard again relatively quickly. I feel that a session and practice involving 
towing will bring me to the standard required as I know about it in principle and have seen it done. The areas that need most attention are the development of leadership skills and brushing up on some of the theory, particularly that involving navigation, weather and sea states. Unfortunately, the only way I can brush up on the leadership skills is by actually practicing them. It would be possible to practice these with other activities but due to the current lockdown I can only read up on advice and pointers regarding this. In terms of brushing up on the theory side of things, reading and research is currently my best option. I do however intend to speak to the lecturers when back in university and try to arrange a refresher course in navigation and tidal planning.

Word Count: 4245
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