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Section 1 – Introduction:

Experiential Learning Theory is An important theory which talks about different learning styles and which was developed by David Kolb in 1984.  This learning theory describes how people learn through experiences.  In this essay I will share more details about the Experiential Learning Theory and show how Kolb’s theory can apply to every day normal life learning experiences by applying it to a recent personal situation of my own.


Section 2 – What is Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory:

David Kolb’s Experiential Learning theory states that learning is a continuous process based on gaining new experiences and learning from each of these experiences.  There are four stages to Kolb’s theory.  They are as follows:

1. Concrete Experience: In the concrete experience stage learners are engaging in an experience, this could be a completely new situation, or it could be repeating an existing experience tried before.
2. Reflective Observation:  The second stage, reflective observation is where after an experience, a learner reflects on what happened in the experience they had and thinks about it from different angles.
3. Abstract Conceptualization:  In the abstract conceptualization stage, the learners think about ideas based on their reflections and what they have learnt.  They consider what they did and how it could be better or different to improve.
4. Active Experimentation: Learners in the final active experimentation stage test out their ideas and reflections in new situations (or repeat ones), seeing what works or doesn’t and this leads to new experiences.

Basically, Kolb with his theory sees effective experiential learning as a clear cycle which repeats based on the experiences learners continue to have.  Kolb states that this is how we see continuous improvement - as people adapt and learn from their experiences they change and do better or learn different things from these experiences.  His theory believes that any learner can enter the cycle at any of the four stages, but he strongly thinks learning is most effective when someone goes through all stages of the learning cycle.

Section 3 – Kolb’s 4 Stages My Personal Concrete Experience:

Gaining concrete/actual experience in the moment is the first stage of learning in Kolb’s theory and this is where my personal learning journey about outdoor adventures and filmmaking started.  As I started my University Course for Adventure Filmmaking, the first week agenda there was a planned full day hike of about 10km as our group activity.  I was very excited to see something of the Wales countryside, this was my first opportunity to properly meet my teachers and classmates and to use some of my new kit that I had bought for doing outdoor activities.  

The night before the hike I had scanned the email about the activity and so I reviewed the kit list and spent good time making sure that I had packed what I needed.  This meant things like waterproof trousers, an extra warm top and I made a trip out to get packed lunch stuff and filled 2 water bottles to take with me – my pack was ready.  I also prepared my clothes the night before, including plasters as my hiking boots were still new, I was trying to be ready for what was ahead.

On the morning of the hike I realized I had made a big mistake, I got up at 8am in time to be ready for a 9.15am start but I had not understood where the activity bus was picking our group up from.  30 mins before the bus was due to leave I realized that Cynefin, the meeting point was not on campus and that it was a long walk to get there and one I had never completed before.  

I was very panicky and stressed, that I would miss this day and be in trouble with the tutors. I tried to order an Uber but this did not work as they kept cancelling, I called someone from the course but they had left already and eventually by the time I realized where I needed to be and that I could not get a taxi I would have to walk, I did not have enough time to make it before the bus left.

Section 4 – Kolb’s 4 Stages - Reflective Observation:

With my experience I started thinking about what had happened and ‘reflecting’ on the experience.  I knew quickly that I had missed an important part in preparing for the outdoor adventure, I had not looked at where I needed to be (and when I checked the email again it had a link to Google Maps so I should have realized it was quite far).  I had not prepared the time it would take to walk to the start place.  When I realized how far away the activity point was I tried to order an Uber but again, based on my ‘old’ experiences in a different town, I would have been able to get a taxi and still be on time for the activity, but in my new University town ordering taxis via Uber is not as common at all times of day and therefore, I wasted time trying to order cars and had not left enough time to run or walk to the site itself.

Worse in fact is that for outdoor adventure type activity not properly looking at the location we are going to, the terrain and distance in detail, it could in fact be very dangerous for me (and others I might be with), the environment is critical to know properly and understand before setting out.  If I do not do this I could have navigation problems, not be prepared for environment hazards, not have the correct permits I might need for certain locations and all of this can easily negatively affect my enjoying the activity, I might miss things.

Section 5 – Kolb’s 4 Stages - Abstract Conceptualization:

Basically stage 4 in Kolb’s theory ‘Abstract Conceptualization’ means learning from the experiences you have had and making conclusions based on what happened before and testing theories about it to use again in the future.

For me learning from the mistake I made in fully planning my activity was what I needed to do differently, fully reading the activity instructions in detail. In this case if I had planned a trip badly and I was late or missed it, I might miss the Adventure Filming I was supposed to do, for example missed a sunrise video or photo shot, or not had enough time for a hike before night time fell and be in a difficult or dangerous spot etc.  In this example preparation needed to include getting really clear on location, thinking in advance about exactly where I need to be by when - as well as what I need to take with me (though that piece I had done).  

As I reflected on what I missed I also searched the internet for a list of local taxi Companies so if this happened to me again, I could at least try to get a taxi in a way that might work.

Section 6 – Kolb’s 4 Stages - Active Experimentation:

The final stage in Kolb’s experiential learning theory is making sure to use the experience and reflection to make changes and try out what you learned in the next experience.  For me the same week we had another activity at the earlier location Cynefin which I had missed.  This time as well as using my already packed backpack, I set my alarm earlier, the night before I messaged a friend on the course and asked him to meet me and agreed we would walk to the site together, we set a time allowing us to get to the site 15 mins earlier than the start time just to be sure we would not be late.  Doing this I learned to prepare differently and get help in advance so I would know the way to the place and be on time.

Section 7 – Experiential Learning Theory My Conclusion:

In conclusion my own experiences do support that learning happens by experiences and in phases. Although I did not realize at the time that I was going through the Kolb 4 stages of experiential learning, it was definitely exactly what I was doing.  I feel like if I can try to do the active reflection on what went well in any activity and what could have been better, I can continue to improve how I do things – I am sure this applies to many aspects of what I will be experiencing and learning ahead in my Adventure Filmmaking course.  This is because a lot of what is to come on my course, some of it technical and equipment or filming related and some of it preparation and safety stuff will mean I am doing things for the first time and so in order to get better or improve (maybe the video or the shot), I will need to learn and repeat by making changes to what or how I am doing something and probably to learn from how other people do things or get support from them to help me improve.

I think if I can try to build the phases of reflection and planning my learning from what I have done before I can learn faster and make this more intentional rather than accidental.  At school as part of previous assignments I used to complete  WWW “What Went Well” and EBI “Even Better IF” and this is a variation of doing that which I should continue.
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