Kolb’s Learning Theory – A Reflection on Personal Practice in an Outdoor Experience by Daniel James Phillips

In 1984 Kolb introduced his Experiential Learning Theory which has since been widely recognised as an underpinning approach of practice in outdoor adventurous activities. Kolb based his theory on the works of other key education theorists, such as John Dewey who presented the idea that there is an intrinsic relationship between the processes involved in both actual experience and education (Dewey, 1938).  Other education theorists that were influential in Kolb’s experiential learning theory were Kurt Lewin and Jean Piaget. The learning processes in each of Dewey, Lewin and Piaget’s theories are very similar which led Kolb to come up with one of the key elements of his Experiential Learning Theory - The learning cycle. Kolb’s learning cycle consists of 4 stages, 1. Concrete Experience, 2. Reflection, 3. Abstract Conceptualisation, 4. Practical Experimentation. (Kolb, 1984). 

In this essay I will aim to reflect on a personal experience, explaining how putting each stage of the learning cycle from Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory into practice has better prepared me to stay safe while exploring and experiencing the outdoors. For this I will be discussing a solo camping and photography trip I took in April 2017 on the Carneddau Mountain Range, Snowdonia National Park. 

Stage 1: Concrete Experience

The basis for the concrete experience stage of the cycle is that learners actively engage with an experience they have had which has made them evaluate their activity. This differs with the traditional didactic approach to learning in which it is more likely that learners are presented with the experiences of others. This actual experience is the basis for observation, or the experience which is to be transformed via learning (Explorance, 2015).

My personal concrete experience was the aforementioned camping trip in April 2017, my objectives for the day were to summit Pen Yr Ole Wen via the steep South Face from Pont Pen-Y-Benglog and photograph the night sky over the mountains of Snowdonia National Park. 

Finishing work early (approximately 2pm) on Friday the 14th I drove to Pont Pen-Y-Benglog and parked my vehicle. It was a warm spring day but with clear skies forecast into the night, so I packed multiple layers of clothes, anticipating the temperature to drastically drop during the night, along with my camping and photography gear. I had done some research in to the route which I had never attempted before. I understood the route to be a sharp, steep walk to the summit, taking approximately 2 hours. 

I intended to find a flat spot to pitch my tent upon reaching the summit, getting a few hours of sleep before awaking at 1am to photograph the stars and the core of the milky way arching over Tryfan and the Glyder mountain range. After the photography I was to go back to the tent for another few hours of sleep before getting up at sunrise, continuing along the Carneddau mountain range, summiting Cardenn Dafydd and Carnedd Llewellyn before descending to Ffynnnon Llugwy and completing the loop by following the A5 road past Llyn Ogwen and back to my vehicle.

Stage 2: Reflective Observation

The reflective observation stage of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle requires the learner to reflect deeply on their experience. They should question both positives and negatives about their experience. This reflection is important in turning an experience in to learning as it provides the questions which the learner will seek answers for. The learner must look for objective meaning in their experience. 

While the experience as a whole was a success and I had a thoroughly enjoyable weekend, in the reflective observation of my experience I noted that before beginning the walk I was aware that my backpack was very heavy, with multiple layers of clothing, food, water, a camping stove, camping equipment and heavy photography gear the bag weighed approximately 25KG. 

I had not seen the route before and I found it difficult to follow, as it was not well marked.  I was also surprised to find sections of rather steep scrambling which proved challenging with my heavy backpack. The climb to the summit took longer than I anticipated as I was getting tired very quickly. 

When I awoke to take photos in the night it was a lot colder than I had anticipated and I felt cold (frost and ice was forming on the outside of my tent) – I didn’t own a particularly warm sleeping bag or down jacket and I hadn’t accounted for the difference in temperature the altitude would make. Although I had packed multiple layers, I felt the clothing wasn’t suitable for the activity. 

Stage 3: Abstract Conceptualisation 

Abstract conceptualisation is the stage at which a learner tries to answer the questions and thoughts they raised in the reflective observation stage of the cycle. The idea of this stage is to develop new ideas and methods or change their views on existing concepts which the learner can then try during the next stage.  

In order to anticipate and prepare adequately for a route I haven’t seen before I have since learnt how to read OS maps, developing my knowledge on contour lines. Contour lines are lines shown on maps that joins points of equal altitude above sea level. The difference between lines is usually 5-10 meters depending on how mountainous the region is. The steeper the slope the closer together the contour lines would be (Ordinance Survey, 2020) and survey routes using apps such a google earth as minimum preparation. Secondly, to address my surprise at the drop-in temperature I have learnt how to estimate the temperature at different altitudes which is more accurate in comparison to using the forecast for the closest town. The temperature change can vary depending on atmospheric conditions, but it is usually approximately 2°C colder per 300m altitude gained. For example, the Snowdon summit would be approximately 7°C colder than Llanberis. (Mountain Safety, 2020

Stage 4: Active Experimentation

Active Experimentation is where learners are to apply the new ideas, methods or changed concepts established in abstract conceptualisation to solve any reoccurring or new problems they encounter in another situation. The learner must establish which new methods or concepts work and refine their procedures and responses in order to improve and learn. 

Since my camping and photography trip to the Carneddau mountains in 2017 I have been on many similar adventures, putting the methods, procedures or concepts I learnt during this specific learning experience in to practice, achieving more comfortable and safer adventures. The methods, procedures and concepts I learnt have since become an important part of my preparation in future plans. I have taken more thorough research on unknown routes I plan to take, using online sources to read others experience of these routes, OS Maps and google earth to assess and anticipate the terrain and to follow a route. I have learnt how to estimate temperatures at the altitude I intend to reach or camp at and I have invested in more appropriate clothing to keep me warm and comfortable in colder temperatures. 

Conclusion
I have demonstrated how the four stages of Kolb’s learning cycle were put into practice both during and following my camping trip in Snowdonia.  According to Kolb, learners can enter the Learning Cycle at any stage but must engage with each stage of the cycle to turn experiences in to learning, thus completing any one stage individually is ineffective for learning (McLeod, 2017). For example, had I reflected on my experience but not engaged with the Abstract Conceptualisation (learning) stage I would not have had new methods of preparation for my new experiences, probably resulting in similar problems. 

In Adventure and Society (2019) Beams, Mackie and Atencio say that adventure and risk have, historically, been seen by many people as closely associated and that although risk can somewhat be objectively calculated it can also be subjective. Personally, risk plays a minor role in my motivation to undertake adventures and as such I aim to reduce risk in adventures as much as possible. I believe that putting Kolb’s Learning Cycle into practice can help minimise risk and aid in being better prepared for future adventures. 
As Varley said “Epics (unplanned for events) are for people who are not in control of the situation. People who continually experience ‘epics’ might be considered to be poor adventurers in that they overestimate their ability, underestimate the difficulty of the challenge and fail to adequately prepare (Varley, 2006, p. 187). Kolb said that “Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 2015, p. 49). I feel this is accurate for my experience described above. My experience of hiking, camping and photography was transformed from an uncomfortable and potentially dangerous one to a more comfortable and safer experience, by working through each of the four stages of the cycle; reflecting on my experience, responding to the problems, questions and thoughts raised in my reflections and then putting what I’ve learnt in to practice on my next relevant experience. 
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