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Experiential Learning Essay 

As part of this course, we spend time learning in adventurous settings, usually in the form of an outdoor activity. While in the outdoors and having these experiences it is important to stay focused, because even in what could seem to be a simple but fun task, there could be dangers and/or points to learn from and improve on for later. In this essay I will outline what “Kolb’s theory of experiential learning” is, and give a personal experience to illustrate how we are expected to use it in the outdoor activities we get involved with.

Kolb’s theory veers away from didactic learning methods which include lectures and textbooks, and instead takes the students into real-life scenarios. While didactic methods can teach facts and concepts, it can’t help with applying these to actual situations. Kolb’s experiential learning requires active physical and mental participation in specific events that a person really goes through. This is a more personal and relatable process, which in my opinion increases the chance of retaining the knowledge. Kolb’s educational theory  is made of four stages that make up the cycle of his experiential learning path. A person can start at any point along the cycle, but most often the starting place is what he called ‘The concrete experience’. This is when something happens that affects the person, and causes thoughts, feelings or emotions to arise about the occurrence. In our context this usually involves the environment. 

The second stage is ‘Reflective Observation’ and requires the person to purposefully reflect on what happened in the experience. A way to do this is to ask questions such as ‘Why did this happen?’, ‘What did or didn’t work?’ or ‘Where do I lack knowledge?’. Students approach what happened from different points of view, based on their thoughts and feelings. This stage is important because it identifies the points to learn from. 

The third stage is ‘Abstract Conceptualisation’ and is the point at which the person logically tries to solve the problem. They may use research and systematic planning, typically asking questions such as ‘What could I have done better?’ and ‘How do I improve for next time?’. This stage helps the student to gain confidence, as their use of evaluation paired with found external knowledge improves their grasp on the situation. 

The fourth stage is ‘Active Experimentation’ and involves the students taking a practical approach where they use what they have learned previously. They take this into real-world situations and test it out to see what works. This often results in new experiences which the student can learn from. One could carry out the cycle over and over, and acquire a range of knowledge and skills on the related experiences.           

Now I will describe a concrete experience that I have had, and use Kolb’s theory to learn from it:
Before university I used to cycle to work at a hop and cider-apple farm. This farm was on the other side of a length of hills from my hometown. The route I used took me over the hill on a road that included a couple of steep hair-pin bends on the descent down the other side. I obviously knew this cycle very well, having done it over a hundred times. I knew the difficult parts where I needed to be alert, and I knew where I could relax. However, over the space of a week or so, during December last year I managed to come off my bike twice… the worst of the two being when the bike slipped from underneath me, landing me on my side and sliding down the road. The next one was on the flat at the top of the hill, and I had been riding no-handed, ending up with the front wheel jack-knifing and sending me over the handlebars. Neither of these accidents happened to be too bad thankfully - I had no major injuries and the bike wasn’t in need of urgent repair (I could carry on cycling afterwards). The first did leave me with some heavy grazes, and a particularly dark bruise on my left thigh where all my weight had landed on a vaseline tin in that pocket. I was quite annoyed about ripping some holes in my new cycling jacket however, but all in all it could have been worse. The first happened on a tight bend where I approached with too much speed and got caught out by the wet and slightly icy road. Luckily the vehicle behind wasn’t too close, and I was as good as out of the road before they came around the bend. On top of the hill I had been zipping up my jacket when a strong gust of wind shook me completely off balance, making the bike wobble side to side, without time to get to the handlebars to right her. 

Reflecting on what happened I can try and work out what went wrong. With riding this route, and riding my gravel bike in general, I would say I’m really confident. I have made these bends with ease before, and I quite often put on gloves or zip up jackets while moving, sometimes even just cruising no-handed because it adds to that the sensation of flying and freedom when going down a hill. Although with these scenarios what went wrong was the extra poor surface conditions and the unpredictable wind. These environmental factors took me off guard. I let my overconfidence get me into trouble. With the first, my brakes didn’t give the control I expected, and I entered the bend too fast, meaning I had to bank harder to stay in my lane, resulting in my wheels losing traction. With the second, the wind was much worse than usual and I made the wrong decision to remove my hands from the bike, failing to adjust to the conditions. Having realised what went wrong and why, I can move onto the third stage. 

So, in order to abstract useful knowledge, I ask myself ‘how can I improve?’. Boin and Bynander talk about emerging risk and crisis management, and while I know I didn’t experience a crisis, if somehow my head had hit the ground or I’d slid into a car, or something similar, it could have been much more of a serious event. They say what helps is “early detection, sense making, and decision making”. In future I should aim to know what’s coming before coming to it. This could be through checking the temperature and weather forecast to know if slippy road conditions are likely, or how strong the wind may be. Even if it’s just to give me an indication of what to expect. After detection of the risk, I should judge how severe it is, with enough time to adjust if needed. With the bend in the road, if I know temps have been near zero degrees, I should approach slowly keeping an eye for any glossiness as this is a sign of black ice. Online research suggests that when it’s wet “avoid leaning into corners and focus more on turning the front wheel through the curve”. This will keep the bike more upright and put weight onto the tyres. If wind is an issue I should refrain from riding no-handed until un-exposed to this element. To be completely sensible I should choose to get off my bike and zip up my jacket. With both accidents they would likely never have happened if i’d been patient and humble in my riding. While I’m confident in the route and my skills, external factors can change the whole situation. It’s not always going to be the same as I’m used to, so I need to be ready to adapt for this. Confidence is important in outdoor pursuits, but it should be used to keep me safe, rather than forcing me into scenarios where I have to react fast and at disadvantage. 

In my experiential learning I’ve found that holding back on bends, more than thought necessary, is the way to go when conditions aren’t ideal. It’s kept me safe. Riding no-handed is a no-wind affair now, and I haven’t gone over the handlebars since. I’ve also come to the conclusion that when on roads likely occupied by bigger vehicles, it’s best to keep any ego out of the riding. Instead, I should save the more thrilling cycling to places designed for it. When we recently visited Brechfa forest and properly tried mountain biking, it showed me a potential outlet for that urge to go faster and test my skills. 

In conclusion I think that Kolb’s theory is useful in outdoor learning. It provides a path to making sure one learns and improves from events they go through. The four stage cycle creates a practice in which the student is forced to be present and conscious; because though I remembered the experience I had, this process helped me to form it into applicable knowledge, skills, and a plan for the future. 
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