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While some are contented to book all-inclusive beach resorts as their vacation of choice, I am not. I would take a tent over a suite any day, a peak attempt over hours spent lazing on a beach. Choosing the rugged and the raw over the glamourous brought me to Colorado on a two-week rock climbing and backpacking trip with the Outward Bound School, where I pushed every bound of what I thought I was capable of. When I found out that I had been selected to go on a three-week outdoor education study abroad trip in Wales, I knew the decision was clear. A short call with Dean Mapstone gave me the sense that I was signing up for the adventure of a lifetime. Having experiences that bring me away from everything that I am used to has turned me into a stronger and more intelligent version of myself. I continue to feel the effects of this trip in my daily life, exemplifying the power of outdoor education. While beach vacations also have their rightful place, I think challenging adventures have a lasting impact that have the power to completely transform a person and their perspectives of the world. 
Experiential learning highlights a concrete experience over simply reading about something in a textbook and consequently forgetting it the next day. The first stage of Kolb’s cycle refers to this type of learning, where the student engages in a tangible experience that they can later reflect upon. One of my fondest memories was the Final Adventure, where we were sent blindly traipsing around the Welsh coast in search of a small teddy bear named Idris. On the morning of the last Thursday of our trip, I woke up to see rain ‘chucking down’ as my Welsh buddies referred to it. The thought of changing into a soaking wet suit and going into the ocean, as we had been told was on the day’s agenda was even less appealing. Despite all of this, I kicked the sheets, knowing that I had my friends alongside me and we would face it all together. When we arrived at the coast, I stood shivering as our instructor Tomo told us the only way we could possibly warm up was by submerging our shivering bodies into the freezing Atlantic. Also, we had to run in. No exceptions. I do not know who ran first, but I found myself swept up in a way of bodies as we sprinted through the sand, crashing through the frigid waters screaming “FOR IDRIS!”. Tomo of course was right, and I felt my frozen limbs defrost. In Kolb’s second stage of reflexive observation, I looked back on my feelings that morning and observed that my hesitation to get uncomfortable was the first part of any true adventure. Sometimes you feel hesitation and fear, but this should be embraced rather than rejected. Fear is a survival instinct, and it is important not to ignore it. Conversely, we must transcend our fears and push ourselves through difficult situations. This is how we realize our own strength and bravery and build upon it. 
Later in the afternoon, I was overjoyed to partake in abseiling down a cliff with my good friend Lily. I felt so close to my peers in those moments where we put our trust in each other and hoped for the best. Throughout those experiences, we were reminded of concepts we had discussed in our class leading up to the trip. We talked at length of Karl Rohnke’s principles of Challenge by Choice, in which a participant goes as far as they are willing to go. When we were at the Blue Lagoon, everyone did flips into the ocean and encouraged me to do the same. Never having done a flip before, I felt that now would not be the best time to try. To me, this challenge was one step too far, and I listened to that instinct. On the other hand, abseiling the day before was also something I had never done before, but I plunged in quite literally face first. I was scared, but willing to push myself and felt properly supported to do so. Having the encouragement of Tomo and Emelyn made me feel confident that I could take on any adventure, something I am grateful for to this day. 
Continuing, Kolb’s third stage of the learning cycle emphasizes the continued importance of reflecting on experiences and taking away themes or learning outcomes. I learned the importance of movement, even if you are not entirely sure where you are going. Even though I felt dread to run into the ocean that morning, I had so much fun when everything was all said and done. This was only possible because I let go of my preconceived notions that I was going to be miserable and I ran confidently into the unknown. Taking the first step is always the hardest, but I knew I would feel better if I did. In my day-to-day life, I sometimes feel like I am moving without direction, unsure of my course of study or what profession I will end up working in. However, I know that if I just keep my feet on a path, constantly in motion and unafraid to take risks, I will eventually find the correct course to take. Like the twelve of us lost Americans on a hilltop in Wales, we were better off if we kept our feet in motion looking for the next clue on our scavenger hunt then staying still and wasting precious time. We had to chase after the answers, even if we ran the wrong way at first. 
	The fourth stage, known as active experimentation, is where you take the lessons you have learned and put it into practice in your daily life. In my future endeavours, I can take my experience in Wales to show me the importance of running face forwards towards my fears. Not walking, but running, like the twelve of us sprinting into the Atlantic on that dreary morning. My mom has always said to me that fear is just excitement without breath. The things I felt afraid to do in Wales did in fact turn out to be exciting new pursuits. We can listen to fear as the calling for the path we are supposed to take. Our pursuits should be exciting and different, and if they do not feel like this, it is a good indicator that there might be something better out there. I used this understanding of fear to propel me towards action when I came home from the trip and was looking for a summer job. Though I felt scared, I confidently went into all the local businesses in my town, asking around until finally I found a place that was hiring. I now work as a teacher at a forest school where I feel as though I am keeping the themes of the Wales trip alive. I enjoy watching the kids soak up the nature around them, and I observe them grow more resilient from their time spent outdoors. 
Taking things slow and enjoying the process is also important. After face first abseiling, the group embarked on a steep upwards climb where we were hooked together like caterpillars. Every move was important because if one of us fell then we would all follow suite. Being careful prevented us from heading into what Colin Mortlock would refer to as a misadventure in his ‘Stages of Adventure’. Throughout the trip we had times where we were in the play stage, or exploration and experimentation. For example, when we explored the castles, our risk was low, but we were still able to enjoy ourselves and learn new things. When we attempted to summit Cadair Idris, we headed into an adventure stage with an increased risk. I would classify our summit of Mount Snowdon as peak adventure because of our increased competence after two weeks of the program. 
My three weeks in Wales left me a stronger, more competent version of myself. I learned the importance of taking the time to reflect about how things affect us so that we can be the most emotionally intelligent and aware versions of ourselves as possible. Daily life is busy and fast paced and we often do not take the time to slow down the way we should. I felt so peaceful during the moments where we sat in grassy banks and simply journalled about our thoughts and feelings. My appreciation for nature and honouring the environment increased after my time in Wales, and I continue to apply this to my life. I have tried to make more time for going out into nature and taking breaks from my devices now that I have studied the importance of doing so. I continue to stay in touch with my friends from the Wales trip and cannot wait to see where our friendships take us once we return to campus in the fall. I am very lucky to have had the opportunity to travel to Wales and see the entire country with expert guides. It was truly an off the beaten path adventure that I will think about for the rest of my life. Kolb’s cycle demonstrates the importance of keeping outdoor experiences alive in our daily lives and feeling all the benefits that result from this. 
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