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Applied Project Proposal: Designing a Learning Cycle Based on the Needs of Neurodiverse Learners

Introduction
This research topic is derived through first-hand experience on this degree course. During my first year of study especially, learning cycles such as Kolb's (Kolb, 1984) were given significant and consistent attention. However, being autistic, I experience the issue of alexithymia, a word which literally translates to 'no words for emotions' (Oakley et al, 2022). Alexithymia is a state of disrupted emotional awareness, characterised by a struggle for an individual to internally identify feelings, a struggle to outwardly describe feelings, and a preference for externally oriented thinking which focuses away from emotions (Hogeveen and Grafman, 2021; Oakley et al, 2022). This proved to be an issue for me when trying to use certain stages of Kolb's learning cycle, something which was consistent with alternative structures. Having direct experience in how experiential learning cycles can be insufficient tools means I can be confident that this project is justified and could be useful both for other outdoor educators and neurodivergent adventurers. 
 
A foundational voice in the background of outdoor adventure is John Dewey, whose work argued that the most valuable learning does not occur through simply receiving information, but instead by active engagement and experience (Fuller, 2002). Meaningful experiential learning occurs in the process of learners re-examining their own experience and considering them in comparison to past and possible future scenarios (Kolb, 1984). Experiential learning uses direct experience to instil lasting learning into participants, using a flexible set of principals which outdoor educators use to support various groups and contexts while utilising learning cycles to maintain a structured learning process that can solidify outcomes (Veletsianos and Kleanthous, 2009, Hanuscin and Rogers, 2013). Learning cycles provide a practical framework through which experiential learning can be encouraged via a staged process of learning, understanding, reflection, and applying knowledge from new physical and emotional experiences (Marek, 2008). These tools are widely used in outdoor adventure practices because participants frequently encounter new and challenging experiences which require them to learn and develop their understanding of broader concepts (Marek, 2008; Fuller, 2002). 
 
There is a wide basis of research supporting the idea that outdoor adventure activities can be specifically beneficial to neurodiverse individuals, with the potential to support wellbeing, develop self-concept, encourage a sense of belonging, and develop skills (Padesky and Padesky, 2026).  Research by (Adams, 2025) found that some autistic adults described nature as being a "safe space" separate from the usual sensory and social demands that can be overwhelming in everyday life. The outdoors could instead provide opportunities for calmness, restoration, and making meaningful connections with both nature itself and fellow adventurers, improving mental health and wellbeing (Adams, 2025). Furthermore, overcoming challenges in an adventure setting can create a sense of achievement that develops positive self-perceptions and refutes internalised negative stigma around neurodiversity (Groen-Sylvester, 2025). This is especially valuable for underrepresented groups, such as autistic girls, who are given an opportunity to recognise their strengths and capability rather than focusing on perceived deficits. The frequent need for teamwork, group problem solving, and collective experiences in adventure activities can also help to develop positive social relationships to neurodiverse participants, creating a sense of inclusion and community which is often hard to attain for these groups (Groen-Sylvester, 2025). The natural occurrence of cooperation and communication in the outdoors around shared tasks makes this process much easier and more streamlined than in typical life (Groen-Sylvester, 2025). 
 
Existing research argues that there is a need for outdoor educators to receive specific training to better support neurodiverse participants in accessing the natural benefits of outdoor adventurous activities (Kenigsberg and Cole, 2024). This includes understanding different communication styles, sensory needs, and learning preferences so that this knowledge can be applied to intentionally create the most beneficial environments for participants (Kenigsberg and Cole, 2024). This suggests that there is an active need for tools which help outdoor educators cater the existing adventure experience to the unique needs of neurodiverse participants. Using the issues identified through personal experience, combined with further research into both the essential nature of learning cycles, and the value of outdoor adventure for neurodiverse individuals, this leads me to propose an applied project aimed at designing a new, alternative learning cycle. 
 
Aims
My first aim for this project is to examine the various experiential learning cycles in detail to determine what each of them have in common and the areas in which they may fail to accommodate the thought process of neurodivergent adventurers. This will allow me to determine what is most important in the structure of an effective learning cycle and expose where changes need to be made. My second aim will then be to use this understanding to design an alternative structure for a learning cycle which is adapted to put the unique needs of neurodiverse adventurers at the forefront of the model. 
 
Literature Review
When considering the use of learning cycles for neurodiverse adventurers, unique issues can arise. (Mason, 2023) highlights how the unique ways of thinking for autistic individuals make working through the predetermined stages of classic learning cycles difficult, especially considering the highly individual ways they may interact with the outdoors. This challenges the assumption that existing learning cycle structures are appropriate to accommodate all adventurers. 
 
Existing learning cycles are designed on the assumption that learners broadly move through similar stages of learning and share certain inherent understandings and were generally designed based on the needs of neurotypical learners rather than having a neurodiversity-informed basis (Dantas and Cunha, 2020). Consequently, these structures may not adequately support the varied thinking, learning, and issues of neurodiverse individuals, causing them to lose out on valuable learning where these cycles are in place. Neurodiversity-informed teaching practices prioritise flexibility, autonomy, and personalised support, which contrasts with the fixed nature of most learning cycle models which, although they can be adapted somewhat by educators, are not designed to be inherently changeable (Bartle, 2015). Neurodiverse adventurers may instead benefit from a guide which allows them to explore and learn from experiences in ways which feel more natural to them, possibly moving through stages in a different order or focusing differently on steps which they find more difficult or influential (Bartle, 2015). 
 
Project Design
Using the research and conclusions gathered from my literature review, I can then move on to the practical aspect of my applied project. This will be a process of developing a final design for my alternative learning cycle based on the issues and essential factors identified in the previous section. The final design will be accompanied by guidance on how it should be used and the way the cycle can benefit neurodiverse individuals in the areas that other cycles fail. This will be presented in a useful format for others to learn and use, either a video guide or a leaflet format will be used depending on what seems like the most appropriate format for teaching the final cycle design. This will also include an evaluation of the strengths and limitations of the project, as well as the potential for further development. This process would be followed by a final written conclusion, summarising the project as a whole. 
 
Timeline
 For the first semester preceding the winter break, my timetable includes extra modules which require significant focus, such as a weekly practical out doing adventurous activities. Consequently, for this semester I will take a day where I have no scheduled lectures, Thursday, and use this to focus on progressing my applied project. This will not be intensive work, rather taking a few hours to progress the work and ensure the project stays fresh in my mind. After winter break, during semester 2, this practical module will be complete. Therefore, from that point on I will take a more active work structure for progressing this project, which will be determined closer to that time. 
 
Ideally a majority of the work should be complete by the beginning of April to allow a month for revisions and changes, so that my Applied project will be complete for the due date on the 2nd  May. 
 
This table outlines my planned timeline to complete the project under this structure. 
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	Evaluation 
	10% 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Conclusion 
	10% 
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