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Experiential Learning Essay 


Dewey’s claims that progressive education is more democratic and humane than traditional education, meaning that there is more opportunity for growth rather than being forced into the policies and standards of a traditional school. Because everyone is different, one way of teaching will not resonate with everyone, and thus will cause some students to be stunted in what they gain from their experiences. Traditional education does not require the teacher to become intimately acquainted with the community in which they were in to use them for resources for connection between educational experiences. This results in students lacking experiences in their environments allowing them to grow and utilize their surroundings, physically and socially getting the most out of it. Dewey claims that experiences need to be built and that happens when we are out experiencing reality. 


I agree with Dewey’s claim because traditional education is too controlled in that individuals have no say in their own experiences but instead are forced into ways of societal habit. Individuals have different factors that drive their growth so progressive education is more effective in aiding to the individual’s needs. A teacher needs to be open to a student’s perspective and own experiences to gain ownership over learning. One example in which I’ve engaged in learning from experience is when I went to Costa Rica my senior year. We stayed in small local communities rather than resorts and ate home-cooked authentic food for every meal. Our activities were based away from the touristy attractions and involved personal experiences with local natives. We spent one day at a local elementary school playing with the kids and learning alongside them. These experiences were unlike any I would’ve gotten just from sitting in a classroom reading from a textbook. To be able to go to the school and see how these children learned every day and communicate with them was something traditional education would’ve never shown me. I was able to become fully immersed in their culture through experiencing meals, language, and everyday rituals of the local people.


Although this experience helped me learn and see things I would’ve never had the opportunity to, my ability to speak to the children with my basic Spanish skills was a traditional schooling skill I gained from learning in a classroom. Thus, I do believe while experiential learning is very important to the individual’s experience giving ownership to ones learning and creating opportunities one otherwise wouldn’t get, I think a combination of the two is essential in getting the most out of your experience. Different experiences drive growth and progressive education allows you to take control of your own experiences as an ongoing life long process.


Similarly, when scrambling in Snowdonia national park, we were met with some obstacles that put many of us in uncomfortable situations. I specifically remember Tina coming to the realization that she didn’t know she was afraid of heights until then. From a classroom or a photo of the side of the mountain we were scrambling on, she may not have been able to feel that sense of panic being removed from the situation. But, once placed in the setting, you are immediately overcome with these feelings as you experience them. It is hard to predict how you will react to certain circumstances in a given place or time and the only real way to find out is by actually going out there and seeing for oneself. 


Personally, I was not afraid during this experience but rather seemed to feel relaxed and was enjoying myself. But that is what is so special about experiential learning; everyone will have a different outlook because no one person is the same. So, although we were all scrambling together, we each ended up with different emotions and thoughts on this experience. Recognizing that others were having a hard time with this task also forced me to try and do things that would make them feel more comfortable and safer, like standing towards the edge and letting them stand on the inside. Being aware of how those around you are also taking the experience is important to the experience of the group as a whole too, because although everyone is getting something of their own out of this, misadventure to one person affects everyone in the end. 


Outdoor education and experiential learning complement one another and have had major impacts on how I’ve learned since a young age.  Since I was a young girl I loved to run and would run with my dad for fun. But, as I got older and running a competition rather than an enjoyable activity, I began to fall away from it fast. The pressures of competing would consume me, and I had to relearn how to pace myself and enjoy the sport again. 


Kolb’s 4 cycles of learning describes four phases in which one should reflect on experiences and learn from them. In the abstract conceptualizing phase, I would be thinking about the competition and the other students I’d be running against putting pressure on myself to try and prepare. This would cause me to become nervous and skittish all day, unable to focus on other things because I was holding myself to such high standards that I knew failure was inevitable. By the time the race came I was so worked up that I would start off sprinting, using too much energy in the beginning so almost three-fourths of the way through I was exhausted and panicking. I would come in a relatively high placement of around 35 out of 150 students but I knew I could do better and was physically capable of much more. But, the anxiety was keeping me from fully performing and after each race I’d just pretend it never happened so I didn’t have to think about how I panicked. 


Finally, I began to reflect after each race with my dad and found ways to relax more before the race. I began to realize why I ran in the first place. He showed me how to run for the love of it again rather than for competition and I would imagine myself as the only runner on the course to take away the competitive pressures. With time, I began to start running for the enjoyment aspect of it and started preforming so much better. By the end of my running career I was placing in the top 3 students every time and even made it to second place one week. Although I never achieved first place, the growth I experienced from reflecting on my races afterwards pushed me to do well in the end and accomplish my goals I thought were out of reach. 


By thinking about my running experiences, I was able to learn from my failures and become better because of them. Each week by preforming and reflecting I began to understand myself and why I was having these experiences in the first place and slowly running became enjoyable for me again. Being able to reflect helped me change my patterns and resulted in improvement in my performance over all. I began learning by doing as Kolb preaches, and focused on the factors that were inhibiting me to preform to my fullest potential. I realized I was the only one who could change my experiences with running by learning from my past performances.


Mortlock emphasizes that an adventure experience comes from a person’s physical capabilities and the environment in which they are placed. When arriving to Wales, we were prompted on what we would be doing, the intensity of each activity, the equipment we would need and that there was a potential of injury or death while participating in the program. We all signed waivers that were allowing us to participate in the course without liabilities of the establishment in case something were to go. Mortlock’s theme Is that post-industrial values and modernity took away much more of the real/physical risk and danger resulting in fewer opportunities to discover these inner capabilities. This experience emphasizes this theme since we had to apply to the course, get chosen, and then pay money to travel to another part of the world to experience this sense of adventure and physical challenge. Signing waivers as well as wearing protective gear also reduced the probability for something to go wrong, and years ago this was probably not required. Although the sense of adventure and risk were definitely there, we had to search for this opportunity of adventure where we could possibly experience misadventure and danger. 


At the beginning of the program, we started off fairly easy with activities that were around a stage 1 or 2 according to Mortlock’s adventure states, where participation is fairly easy and you feel in control of the adventure. But, as the weeks went on activities became more complex and my adventure state quickly increased to a stage 3, the frontier adventure as described by Mortlock, in which I challenged my limits out of my comfort zone to reach peak adventure where I was having the optimal experience but at the same time could have risked pushing too far. Priest emphasizes the interaction of these stages to create a psychological experience of increasing degrees of arousal which is exactly how this experience went. My cautiousness and competence allowed me to achieve peak adventure without extending past to misadventure (even though I took a few tumbles mountain biking).


 Rhonke shows how people often hesitate when it comes to adventure for fear of failure. He places emphasis on trying something new rather than not trying it at all because avoidance leads to no attempt which leads to no experience and minimizes any chance for eventual success that could’ve occurred. While mountain biking some of us stopped early and went back to the car park for fear of having a misadventure. Although I was skeptical at times and did not always feel secure and completely comfortable, I pushed past that initial hesitation and went by Rhonke’s acronym F. E. A. R. (Forget Everything And Run). I was determined to get the most out of my trip and push myself to try new things. Knowing there could be failure in it made it more exciting and I was determined to enjoy the moment. The principle of play-incorporating play in to the moment which mitigates fear and allows healthy enjoyment of the experience you’re having- is a principle that Rhonke strongly believes in. He says many people do not participate in for fear of embarrassment or looking bad. But, allowing yourself full enjoyment at no cost is how you will get a chance for eventual success rather that hesitating for fear of judgement from others which will only student your progress as an individual.

