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Essay

Kolb’s Learning Theory (1984, p.40) is a 4-stage theory in how he believes people learn via experiential learning. The first stage of his theory is called a ‘concrete experience’ which is where you have an experience which has an impact on you in some way or another. The second stage is called ‘reflective observation’ which is where you would reflect on that experience and think about everything that went wrong or right. This then goes to ‘abstract conceptualisation’ which is where you finish thinking about your experience and start thinking about what you can do in the future to prevent the same thing from happening again or improving what have already done. The final stage of Kolb’s theory is ‘active experimentation’ which is where you put everything you have learnt to the test. This is where you are doing a similar task or activity that requires similar skills to what you have now learnt from. After you have been through the cycle, it then produces another concrete experience. Kolb’s theory then gets repeated over and over again as you develop your knowledge for the skill. I agree with Kolb’s Theory to an extent because you can constantly see it happening all around you. This especially can be seen in outdoor adventure activities and is essential for personal development. 

Isle of Wight Experience
Concrete Experience:
In a fairly recent outdoor adventurous activity that I took part in last summer, I planned to walk around the Isle of Wight with one of my best friends. Our vague plan was to take around three to four days to make our way round the island going east from Cowes following the coastline. However, the expedition did not go to plan and multiple things went wrong. My concrete experience (Kolb, 1984) was underestimating how much water we needed, causing us to go without water for around 4-5 hours in 24/25 degree heat. This resulted in us feeling very dehydrated and getting light-headed and tired (National Health Service, 2019) and led to our pace gradually slowing down and not getting anywhere close to where we had hoped for the first day. As we got more dehydrated, I could definitely feel that it was affecting how well I was making decisions and I was taking any options to go easier ways and eventually decided to get a bus to camp 1. I’m not sure if this experience added to the enjoyment or if it hindered it because I wasn’t feeling too good because of having a headache, however, we did manage to see the positives of the experience and what we were doing.

Reflective Observation:
This leads to my reflective observation (Kolb, 1984) where me and my friend realised how quickly we were running out of water and that soon we wouldn’t have any left. Having drunk all of my water before I had even gotten onto the island and not thinking to fill it up, this set me up badly for the rest of the day. I also reflected back to my plan, to the different locations on the route that we could have filled our bottles up but chose not to and to carry on. I should have checked the weather prior to going on the expedition so I knew to take extra water and made more of a detailed route plan to where different points were to fill our bottles up. Something that could have added to getting dehydration would have been how many additional items I was carrying that I didn’t need. For example, I had a bag of granola that would last throughout the expedition and I was also carrying waterproofs (if I had checked the weather forecast then I would have known that it wouldn’t have been necessary).

Abstract Conceptualisation:
For the abstract conceptualisation stage of Kolb’s (1984) cycle, I’ve found out that you need to be drinking a litre of water per hour whilst doing exercise (Shaw, 2009) to make sure that you keep hydrated and can carry on working at a high intensity. However, this factor can change depending on what the weather is doing (whether it is hot or cold) as you can lose water through things such as sweat. You also lose water twice as quickly when doing exercise in the heat (Department of health and human services, 2017) If you are carrying heavier loads it will also cause you to use more energy and therefore sweat causing your body to sweat more and lose even more water. Using these factors, I can then make sure I know how much water I will need for the day and if I can’t carry all the water I need to, then I can make sure I take into consideration where I can stop off and fill my bottles back up again.

Active Experimentation:
For the final stage of Kolb’s theory, active experimentation, we had to use our back-up plan to go to a shop because we couldn’t find any clean water sources to fill our bottles up and we were getting very dehydrated. We decided to go to the nearest shop taking us of our route to resupply with water, so we didn’t put ourselves in danger to the exposure of the sun and increase the risk of getting heatstroke (National Health Service, 2018). I can apply this for the future so that I don’t end up in the same situation as I did on my Isle of Wight expedition. I will make sure that I have all of the equipment needed (water, water bottles, purification tablets, filter etc.( Küpper, Th. Schoeffl, V. Milledge, J., 2008) so that I can keep hydrated and not put myself at risk to heatstroke. This experience also shows the potential dangers that being exposed to the sun and heat for too long can give. For example, if someone got caught in the sun for too long in an isolated area far from and help, it is possible for the person to become weak and go unconscious if they are not helped within 30 minutes of symptoms first being seen (National Health Service, 2018). If unconscious, it makes it very hard for mountain rescue teams to find the patient and know that they are in danger. Therefore, it shows the importance of bringing water with you and having the correct equipment to allow you to refill whilst in different areas.

Critique
Whilst writing this essay I came to realise how different types of experiences can allow you to learn more or sometimes not at all. In my first year of college, I took part in a three-day expedition in Dartmoor that was planned at college. This expedition was heavily influenced by my tutors who had planned the route, set the checkpoints, the camps and the start and finish. This left us, the students/participants to just navigate the route and find our way to each point causing the learning from this experience to be minimal. This leads me on about 3 months later where I took part in my failed Isle of Wight (IOW) expedition doing a similar type of expedition over the same time frame. However, even though I had supposedly had a successful multiday expedition in Dartmoor, the IOW expedition didn’t go to plan at all.
This leads me to a quote from Loynes (2002, p.7) saying ‘I believe that an “off the shelf” approach to outdoor experiential learning cannot be properly described as experiential’. I found this very interesting as it links back to my Dartmoor expedition and how it was more of an “off the shelf” experience causing me to not learn anywhere near as much as I expected myself to learn. This then caused me to be very clueless when planning out and doing my IOW expedition as I thought in my head that I knew exactly what I was doing. 
After this experience, it makes me question Kolb’s theory (1984) because even experiences such as Dartmoor didn’t make me learn and instead made me lose progression in knowledge in that area. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, Kolb’ theory (1984) can be used in many cases in everyday life and within the outdoor sector and is very important for instructors to use this theory to allow their participants to make the most out of their session and learn as much as they can. However, there are the few cases where this potentially might not be the case and the participant has an easy experience causing them to not learn at all even if the experience has been successful. Therefore, I think that Kolb’s theory has a place but is not always seen in every experience and because of this, has its faults.
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