

Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 1984)

Stage 1:Concrete experience

Date: 16th April 2022 – From 7:30 to 13:30
Activity: Ski Touring
Location: Pointe de Mandallaz, Aravis Mounain range, France. 
Altitude: 2277m – Elevation 1180m
Weather: Southern Wind
                  Wind speed up to 3kts (3.5mph) 
                  Wind gusts up to 15ktns (17mph) 
Precipitation: Sunny day, no sign of rain.
Visibility: Cloud from 1150m to 1300m
                 Clear from 1300m to summit.
Risk of avalanche: 2 to 3 

Objectives for the day:
To skin up the westerly side of the mountain, and ski back down safely.
We were a group of four skiers including myself.

The morning started in the parking at the base of the mountain with a brief talk about which route we are going to take to get to the summit of the mountain. In terms of the way to get there, we were going to stop for a 15-minute food break at the “Aup de Fier d’en Haut” alpine pasture, to get our energy back, or to get some protein in us before continuing towards the peak. We double-checked the necessary kit that we would need for our day. The forecast seemed pretty good and looked like perfect conditions to go ski touring, especially considering it snowed 30cm two days before.

We got our skins on, and we started to make our way up the mountain, at a good pace, keeping it interactive and talking to each other checking if we were all right on the way up. “Developing a good team with a good work ethic and good lines of communication is essential” (C. Cooke, p.22, 2010). As we were skinning, we helped each other out if there were any small problems as we were going along. The temperature was changing quite a lot as we were going up, when we were in the shadows, or even when we were protected by the sun. When it came to our technique going up, we were challenged quite a bit considering there were a lot of different terrains to go through, like interesting passes, which were hard to go through, gullies, and tight ridges which made our skinning more dangerous. “Dehydration will negatively affect your physiological and cognitive function” (D. Bunting, p.65, 2010). I realized some of my colleagues, were struggling with hydration and were getting a bit dizzy, so we took a few pauses to get our breaths back.

Stage 2: Reflective Observation  


On this stage, I will talk to you about what happened and what didn’t go to plan on our ski touring day.

We arrived at the summit of “La Pointe de Mandallaz”, with an amazing view above the clouds. “Your upper body layers must allow you to both be warm while sitting at a rest for 30 minutes in extreme cold and stay comfortable and cool when you are moving fast”             (M. Hamill, 2022). We stayed at the top of the mountain for a bit, I felt like I had to keep myself warm as there was a possibility of frostbite setting into my body if I stayed stagnant. So we kept a good layering to prevent numb areas in our body, and then I decided we should use the ski route back down towards the carpark. “Despite the planning, things will not always develop in the way that they were envisaged” (C. Cooke, p.22, 2010). Suddenly as I was going along the ridge of the mountain, one of my partners in front of me was caught in a mini avalanche which pulled him down one of the lapies and brought him down to a small gully. Luckily, he wasn’t covered and the snow only stopped just above the waist, which meant he could still breathe. 

The level of stress I had when the avalanche plate was triggered was high. “My key to dealing with stress is simple: just stay cool and stay focused”(A. Eaton, 2001). As a group, we stopped straight away on the ridge because we knew that was the best option, turned our transceivers on, and I focused on where he was or where he was going to stop. From our experienced and knowledge, we managed to find our way down the mountain, doing things step by step, trying to get closer to our colleague which was stuck in the snow. As we found him, we shoveled him out of approximately a meter of snow, in order for him to get out and be mobile. “One of the fundamental questions early in the planning phase of an expedition is how many equipment items and consumable resources will you need” (J. O’Hara, p.25,  2010). When he was out, he was quite cold, but I didn’t have any extra clothing or layers to really give him which made things complicated. We were still able to steer our way out of the gully and get back to the parking at the base of the mountain taking high precautions.

Stage 3: Abstract Conceptualisation 

On this stage I will be talking to you about my experience in the mountains, and what could I have done better on my ski touring day.

“The summit is what drives us, but the climb is what matters” (C. Anker, 2022). I feel that in terms of organization, we could have taken more equipment before skinning up, if it’s food or extra emergency layers if anything happens. Taking multiple breaks whilst going up would have helped a lot too in order for our group to stay together as much as possible without losing anybody on the way. “Mountains are not fair or unfair, they are just dangerous”
(R. Messner, 2016). By moving on a mountain and choosing your own paths to go up or to get down, there will always be a problem. Avalanches are very hard to find, and they can be triggered by anything if it’s something small or big. As a skier, who hasn’t got much experience in the mountain, I should have learned more about the mountain itself and more about the mechanism of an avalanche. When we managed to get our colleague out of the snow, one of us should have had an emergency blanket or an outdoor first-aid kit in case the consequences were worse. To add to that, when it comes to technique, I feel like I could of arrange a better path to get to the summit of “Mandallaz” which would have been better instead of going through tough terrain. Also, being more cautious on the way back down the mountain and choosing the right turns to take when on a ridge, would help a lot and make things way safer. 

Stage 4: Active Experimentation 

For this winter coming, I have planned a backcountry ski touring trip in France, where will be skinning up one of the few mountains in the Aravis Mountain range. “On a low-level expedition, good logistics will make the trip more efficient, and more enjoyable for the participants” (D. Bunting, p.20, 2010). For this trip, I will be organizing myself a lot more before going to the destination. In terms of apparel, I will work on my layers, in order for me and others to stay warm, and take clothing that is breathable and waterproof if any change of weather appears. “As a mountain you can’t grow, but as a human you can” (E. Hillary, 2020). After my experience ski touring up “la pointe de Mandallaz”, I have gained more experienced, which I have learnt more about the mountain itself and the risks that it provides, even if the weather seems perfect there can always be a slight change in the behaviour of the mountain itself.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I am happy that I made the effort to go on that ski-touring hike. I feel like I have learned a lot from the experience of going skinning in a different area, it has changed my way of thinking before going on an expedition or a trip outdoors. From doing this activity, I have learned the lesson to think about the safety of myself and others before actually doing the action if it's preparation, equipment, technique, or visualization. To finish, I feel that “Kolb’s” experiential learning has helped a lot in my way of looking at expeditions and could change the way organize myself in the future.
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