


Experiential Learning : Mountain Biking at Brechfa

Time:10:00 - 14:00
Date: 15th November 2022
Location: Brechfa Forest
Weather: Dry with low wind until 3pm where there is a chance of rain.
Sunrise:07:36
Sunset:16:27

Objectives:
To gain an experience of mountain biking.
Manage personal safety/performance in a biking context, e.g. Food/water/Rest

Concrete Experience:
Throughout this essay I will be using Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (1984) to study an outdoor experience. This Cycle provides me with a framework to look at my experience from an academic perspective beginning with an overview of a concrete experience I had.

We began the day at the Cynefin Centre, where we were introduced to Rhys who would be our lecturer alongside Tommo for Mountain Biking. As a group we discussed the weather for the day which was forecast to be relatively warm and dry with low wind speed but potential for rain around 3pm which if we ran over had the potential to impact us. Fortunately, I had adequate layers/clothing for the forecast so the weather wasn’t an issue.

We collected our PPE (Helmets and Bike Gloves) and then Rhys ran through how to check the bikes were in working order. This included performing an M-Check(Cook, 2014) of the bike identifying any loose/dented parts of the bike. My bike was in working order and just required the tyres to be topped up with air which I promptly did. Once the group's bikes were in working order, we racked them up to the trailer and took the minibus to Brechfa.

I had eaten breakfast and ate my lunch on the bus ensuring I had enough fuel for the day. I had 2 litres of water which I took with me on the trail so I could stay hydrated. I hadn’t slept that well the night prior so was feeling tired and would need to pay close attention to my body throughout the day.

Once I arrived at Brechfa, we began a skills test organised by Rhys. He had us cycle down a hill to him breaking to a stop in a designated zone he had marked out. We repeated this a few times ensuring we came to a stop in the correct posture with our pedals level. I struggled with keeping them level due to my legs feeling tired but successfully completed the tests.

Then we began the Green Trail at Brechfa, This mostly led along a dirt track and varied in elevation. I had not been biking for a while and wasn’t feeling confident as my legs were hurting and I began to understand the gears. The trail was going well with the group all making it through safely, I however did have to stop a few times throughout the trail due to feeling tired and not wanting to push myself too far. During these rests, I topped up my energy levels with water as I didn't have any food. As we neared the end of the trail, my stops became more frequent and I noticed myself making mistakes due to fatigue. This resulted in a classmate, Tommo and I, coming off the trail and moving over to a nearby dirt track in order to return back to the minibus safely.

Reflective Observation:
This stage will contain my reflection of the experience, including my physical/emotional feelings and how I have learned/developed through Kolb's Experiential Learning Model. (Kolb, David. (1984). Reflection is a key part of the Kolb’s Cycle and can be acted upon during an experience and after it.

Overall I found the day to be a brilliant learning experience, I had ridden bikes in the past but never on an organised trail so I was feeling nervous, especially as I was feeling fatigued already. As we set off, the movement skills of cycling began to come back and my overall confidence level improved. I was feeling fairly confident over the beginning of the trail, cycling along comfortably and once we arrived at the official trails I was able to hold my position and ride across the trails more comfortably. This comfort allowed me to focus on developing my skills on a bike, especially focusing on having the correct position when needed to ensure my personal safety and control over the bike while riding.

As the day continued, I began to experience fatigue and realised I didn't have any additional food I could use to top up my energy stores. This fatigue meant I began to struggle to cycle for long and especially struggled to keep my pedals level when going down trails which could have resulted in losing control of the bike. I reflected on this throughout the day and determined that I wasn’t able to focus on moving through the trail effectively due to feeling tired. In order to keep my personal safety I did not continue on the main trail beyond this point and joined an adjoining dirt track.

I was overall pleased with the experience, gaining a deeper appreciation for the technical difficulties of mountain biking and experiencing how it feels to ride an official trail. This allowed me to accomplish my goals for the day of gaining confidence and experience.

Throughout the experience I was regularly reflecting upon aspects of the day. Such as how my body was feeling? Was I hydrated/Fueled effectively? If not, how would this impact my ability to ride safely?

Interpretation (abstract Conceptualisation) 
Interpretation allows the practitioner of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle to conceptualise their experience into abstract ideas, which can then be thought about and discussed in an academic context. This part of the cycle allows the practitioner to simplify their learning and apply it to future experiences. (Kolb, David. (1984)

One key learning point of this experience is that I underestimated the amount of calories I would burn through the day. I had consumed plenty of food prior to the ride but once I had gotten on the bike I began to burn through my energy rapidly and due to poor planning I had no food with me which is a must if you go mountain biking. (Davis and Carter, 1994, pp 74-75)

I am aware of the importance of eating sufficient calories prior to exercise. With under-eating being linked to reduced cognition and performance. (Rothschild, Kilding and Plews, 2020) I experienced reduced energy levels and was unable to keep myself safe moving through the trail due to my inability to focus on my riding. To continue, I had to drop the intensity of the trails I rode on, to ensure my personal safety as recommended in “What makes us tired when we ride (and what can we do about it)?
” (Jamie Darlow, 2021)

The correct thing that I should have done to keep my energy levels up was to bring additional food for the journey, ideally simple sugars/carbohydrates such as Energy bars/Sweets. These foods can be easily digested and absorbed into my bloodstream, increasing my glycogen levels and thus having more energy to perform on the trails.


Stage 4 Active Experimentation 

Active Experimentation allows the practitioner to test Kolb’s theory and the implementation of the cycle. (Kolb, David. (1984)) They are able to take what they have learned throughout their experiential learning and test/adapt their understanding in a real world context continuing the cycle.

Throughout my future outdoor experiences, I will look into how I can effectively fuel my body in order to maximise performance and therefore enjoyment of the experience. This will include eating a variety of different food types to see what maximises my energy levels. I have and will continue to look into academic studies into what food groups work best for exercise, e.g. starch carbohydrates to maximise my glycogen reserves through the day as discussed in “What Should I Eat before Exercise?” (Rothschild, Kilding and Plews, 2020). 

I will also begin to bring additional food for outdoor activities, these foods will be light, easily digestible foods such as fruit/energy bars. Allowing quick and easy top ups of my blood sugar levels. Ensuring that my body has the nutrients necessary to effectively operate in a demanding environment and keep focused during my activities.

Conclusion

Overall, this experience has allowed me to gain a real world example of how “Kolb's Experiential Learning Cycle” (1984) can be used to evaluate and reflect upon an outdoor experience and learn through a practical model that can be applied in numerous contexts. I have also realised that Kolb’s Cycle isn't as linear as it first seems. Being able to jump into the cycle at any point and it being applicable. E.g. I was able to reflect upon my experience while I was having it and thus understood the idea that I was feeling fatigued and therefore took action by doing the easier track in order to minimise the impact on my body. 
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