
My Experimental learning Experience
Introduction
The concept of experimental learning can be traced back to Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, written in 350 BC: "For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing them, e.g. men become builders by building and lyre players by playing the lyre” (Nicomachean Ethics book II, Aristotle, pg 11).
Experiential learning considers the personal learning process, learning from experience or learning by doing. Traditionally, you are taught to a school’s standard, where pupils absorb pre-processed information and facts just to exude them in exams to see if all the required standards have been met: “Schools allow no time for true learning in the Socratic tradition” (Warburton, N. (2016). Can school today teach anything more than how to pass exams? – John Taylor). 
This ‘teach to the test’ style doesn’t suit every student. Its drawbacks were noted in a report (that included views of UK university staff): “Pupils had no opportunity to gain a love of their subject. They thought that learning was simply a matter of knowing the right answer” (Fit for purpose, Ofqual/12/5145, pg. 83).
From my own school experience, I realised that when students are practically involved in the lesson, the outcome tends to be more positive, both for the students and the teacher. In a 2019 Harvard study, research showed students “actually learned more when taking part in classrooms that employed so-called active-learning strategies” (PNAS September 24, 2019 116 (39) 19251-19257).
David Kolb’s application to experimental learning requires learners to engage in four types of learning:  
“(1) Get involved fully and openly in new experiences; ‘concrete learning’, (2) Reflect on and interpret these experiences from different perspectives;  ‘reflective observation’, (3) Create concepts and ideas to integrate their observations logically; ‘Abstract Conceptualization’ and (4) Use their learning and newly derived theories to make decisions, solve problems, and meet new challenges; ‘Active Experimentation’” (Kolb, D.A. (1984).  Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and development. Pg. 4) & (Lewis, L.H. and Williams, C.J. (1994), Experiential learning: Past and present. pg6) 
In this essay, these four aspects of learning will be examined considering my personal experimental learning adventure. 
Experimental Learning Experience
The educational learning experience I undertook was during the summer of 2021 and consisted of a week’s sailing adventure around the UK. It was exciting to join this trip and I looked forward to meeting new people, spending time on the water and learning new skills. However, it was also an anxious time to consider spending a week on a sailing boat with thirteen strangers. Although I am a social individual, after spending over a year in and out of lockdowns and being forced to not see people made it difficult to readjust to ‘normality’ again. 
The boat was a ‘72-foot Bermudian Cutter, 18-berth Ocean Racer built in 1999.’(Windseeker. (n.d.).  Klaipéda (LT) - Szczecin (PL) | AS08617. ) The vessel has successfully ‘raced around the world twice, in the famous Global Challenge Yacht Race’ (Sail On Board. (n.d.). sailtraininginternational.org); which at the time was the toughest yacht race in the world. 
When I signed up to join this voyage, it was a last minute, spontaneous trip; and there was only one day to prepare and gather everything I needed for this adventure. In hindsight, being spontaneous is great for small trips where you might not need a lot of preparation; but for longer trips, I should have applied to be on the voyage weeks or even months in advance rather than one day!  However, in reference to Kolb’s four learning styles: “The Converger, The Diverger, The Assimilator and The Accommodator” (Kolb, D.A. (1984),  Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and development. Pg. 214) being a spontaneous person or an ‘accommodator’ is not a bad trait to have:
“Accommodators greatest strengths tend to ‘lies in doing things, in carrying out plans and tasks and getting involved in new experiences. The adaptive emphasis of this orientation is on opportunity seeking, risk taking, and action.” (Kolb, D.A. (1984).  Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and development. Pg. 179) 
I believe that I am a mix of an Accommodator and a Diverger. A Diverger is good at seeing the big picture and putting different pieces of information together to produce a coherent whole. Divergers tend to be “interested in people and tend to be imaginative and feeling-oriented” (Kolb, D.A. (1984).  Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and development. Pg. 179).
Preparation is key; therefore, I made a list of everything I thought might be needed. On a sailing boat with thirteen other people there is not much room - each person was only allowed one small bag onboard.  Kolb notes how “learning is the major process of human adaptation” (2014, p. 43, Kolb, D.A).  which involves the individual and their ability to think, feel, reflect, and behave. My biggest adaptive learning experience during this trip was trying to pack for the inconsistent and unpredictable weather here in Britain. It was not easy trying to accommodate for nearly every season in one bag! 
To avoid overpacking, I would have liked to check the weather a week in advance; however, being unsure about the details of the voyage, the ports, and places we’d be visiting, I couldn’t check the weather for every location. However, I did check the weather forecasts as much as I could, which included the departure location (Penarth Marina) and the final arrival location (Gosport). 
During the first few days of the voyage, we saw wind, rain, and generally unpleasant weather – which made for great sailing conditions. As we were on deck most of the time, wearing full waterproofs was very essential! This is another learning opportunity; I quickly found that I should have packed more than one waterproof set.
Towards the end of the trip, the weather was beautiful, but not windy - which made for terrible sailing conditions. At some stages, we were barely sailing five knots.  Most of the time was spent on deck as it was too hot to go below. Sun cream is even more essential when out on the water, because the “reflection from the water makes the sun's rays stronger” (kidshealth.org. (n.d.). How to Be Safe When You’re in the Sun).  Thankfully, I packed sun cream.  
However, another learning opportunity for me was realising that in my rush to pack everything, I forgot to pack a sunhat and something to cover my neck which resulted in a bad sunburn.  I strongly feel that this was a bad mistake, as the result could have been worse than just a sunburn, but a mistake since reflected on and won’t be doing again: “Never allow the mistake to win. We all make them. It’s allowing that mistake to take you over that’s the real problem” (MIDDLETON, A., 2019. FIRST MAN IN. pg. 111).
During this trip there were plenty more new learning experiences. Helming a 72-foot sailing boat was a new and surprising one. I thought it would be just like pointing a boat across an ocean - nothing to hit, nothing to worry about, I can drive a car, how hard can it be? 
Instantly I realised this was not the case.  The helm is very sensitive. Unlike a car, it has a delayed reaction when you steer it. I found that trying to stay on course, keeping up with the wind, keeping an eye out for other vessels, lobster pots and buoys all at once was not easy. With no autopilot on this boat, everyone took ‘watches’ to helm the boat: “Watches are short bursts of work followed by short periods of rest, normally 3 or 4 hours on, then the same amount of time to rest” (www.rmg.co.uk. (n.d.). What are watches on board ship?).
The atmosphere onboard was incredible! It was mostly a young crew, with around ten of us aged twenty or under. The fun and lively company helped with keeping up the morale of our crew, especially on those long hot days.  With no signal or WI-FI out on the water, I found it therapeutic and detoxing to not be on any technology; especially after spending a year essentially glued to my screens. 
Since this trip, I have stayed in touch with some of the other young people who were on board. Although everyone was different, I strongly believe it is important to look at topics from different perspectives and be open-minded to other viewpoints. Being open to different perspectives and opinions is not only crucial for my personal growth but also in fostering the relationships and interactions I desire to have with others.
Reflection/Conclusion
Whilst reflecting on this experiential learning experience, Kolb’s four aspects of learning offered me a good framework for summarising lessons I learnt from this sailing trip. Firstly, ‘getting involved fully and openly in new experiences’: I jumped straight onboard with barely any time to prepare; but with an open mind and ready to help crew the vessel. 
Secondly, ‘reflect on and interpret these experiences from different perspectives’: I learned that some people onboard did not enjoy sharing a small space. This was quite an interesting perspective to hear, as I think the best way to get to know one another is being thrown into the deep end and having to adapt as a group.
Regarding Kolb’s third experimental learning outcome: ‘to create concepts and ideas to integrate their observations logically’ - I discovered some of my strengths and weaknesses, learned how to think outside the box and found that some problems have various facets.
Finally, ‘to use their learning and newly derived theories to make decisions, solve problems, and meet new challenges’: I have learnt to never underestimate the power of nature. Sailing is physically and mentally demanding and tests a range of abilities and endurance. This experience will help me with future challenges that require making fast decisions, solving problems, and meeting new expectations. 
In addition, as each day on the water was different than the day before, learning to adapt to new environments became a habit for me; and I feel this is another important skill I can take into the future - “we are adapted by nature, and are made perfect by habit” (Nicomachean Ethics book II, Aristotle, pg 21).
I believe that to get the most out of experimental learning, requiring people to only participate isn't sufficient. Regardless of whether field-based, re-created, or in the workplace, activities should require reflection and questioning to maximise learning and increase confidence about the activity that has just been done.
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