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With reference to Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 1984), discuss how your own experience of environmental conditions has developed your understanding of preparing to safely participate in outdoor adventures.

[bookmark: _Hlk88781231]In this essay I will be referencing Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory to support my own outdoor adventure experiences. David Kolb’s theory is based on 4 different stages of learning, those being: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualising, Active Experimenting (Sharlanova, 2004, p. 37). The first stage, Concrete Experience, is participating in the experience with the intent to reflect afterwards but does not reflect during. The second stage, Reflective Observation, is reflecting on the experience afterwards by highlighting relevant points that structured the experience. The third stage, Abstract Conceptualising, is in fact answering the questions that are raised when reflecting on the experience. This stage focuses on creating a theory rather than planning on how to adjust the experience for the better. The last stage, Active Experimenting, does involve planning and it is the way to exercise the newfound understanding that’s discovered throughout all three other stages. (Sharlanova, 2004, p.37-38) 
The personal experience that I will be using to discuss how environmental conditions has developed my understanding of preparing to safely participate in outdoor adventures, will be when I hiked ‘Moelwyn Mawr’, a mountain in the Snowdonia National Park in North Wales. I was on my own and found myself in a situation in which I underestimated the conditions of the mountain and overestimated my abilities to navigate. 

Firstly, I will discuss my Concrete Experience, which as mentioned above was my hike up Moelwyn Mawr. Moelwyn Mawr is situated in the Snowdonia National Park and is a part of the ‘Moelwynion’ which consists of another mountain called Moelwyn Bach. Its elevation measures around 770 meters (Mud and Routes, 2021). When I ascent Moelwyn Mawr it was in snowy conditions and most of the mountain was already covered in heavy snow, this is a key point in the relevancy of how the experience affected my safety. I packed my bag a day in advanced and therefore felt well prepared in terms of having enough spare layers, food and water as well as extra gloves and hat. I wore a base layer, fleece, technical trousers, down jacket and walking boots with thick socks and ensured that my waterproofs were on hand if the conditions began to get wet due to the snow. I checked multiple weather forecasts the night before and the day of using websites such as ‘Met office’ and ‘XC weather’ to get a good gage on the conditions I would experience. The forecasts were accurate as it was dry with little to no wind, low temperatures and low visibility at the summit. I left my house at around 10am and as I live at the base of the mountain there was no travel time. I walked up the mountain within the space of about 6 hours where it should’ve taken around 4 as that’s how long it’s taken me in the past. Due to the weather conditions and an environment that I was not familiar with I got lost on two different occasions which put me at risk. This is my concrete experience that I will be observing, thinking and planning. 

Secondly, I will apply the second stage of Kolb’s theory which is Reflective Observation. Here I will reflect and observe on my experience by highlighting the times I got lost and how I felt at the time. 
As I live at the base of the mountain, I have a lot of experience in climbing Moelwyn Mawr, therefore, I felt confident climbing it on my own without the need of a map. This is the first point in which I overestimated my abilities and put myself at risk. The first time I got lost was whilst I was ascending the mountain, this was due to the snowy conditions altering the usual footpath that I would follow. This led me in the wrong direction to which at some point I realised and retraced my footsteps. This was made easy due to the snow leaving my foot trail behind. Once I recognised where I was, I observed and found an alternative path up the mountain, however it was unsafe due to unstable terrain beneath me. I didn’t notice this terrain due to the layer of thick snow that covered it. Eventually I saw two other hikers and traced their steps to the summit of the mountain. The conditions at the summit were cold and there was little to no visibility. This made me feel uncertain as I was unsure if it would affect the decent. The decent started off well, however I got to a point where I didn’t recognise the area and realised, I took a wrong turn at some point, so again, I retraced my steps. However, this time, I couldn’t find the area that I did recognise. I kept myself composed and kept moving in the direction that felt right with hopes of meeting another hiker that could potentially guide me. Though, I did not meet anyone and started to realise that I was walking in circles due to the low visibility. There was little to no service on my phone and so I struggled to contact someone, but eventually I reached a point where I could hold a conversation with my mother. She walked up the mountain herself as she has also had a significant amount of experience climbing mountains and was able to locate where I was by shouting my name. When she eventually found me, I was in a frantic state due to the worry of being stuck on the mountain overnight. That feeling stuck with me for a while and changed my perspective on preparation and estimating mountain conditions. Once I got home, I observed and reflected on my experiences by questioning where I went wrong: should I have turned back? Should I have better prepared myself in terms of checking and questioning the conditions? Should I have sought for more advice from more experienced people? Should I have gone alone? Etc. 

I thirdly, answer the questions above through the third stage of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory, Abstract Conceptualising. Once I returned home, I was able to reflect and recognise where I went wrong and how I put myself at risk where it was avoidable. Should I have turned back? To protect my safety, yes, I should’ve, however it is not in my nature to turn back from a mountain and that is what put me at risk. However, it’s that element of risk that encouraged me to peruse the mountain. Others recognise this such as Walter Burns who discusses Snow Science and Safety for the Mountain Guide, he says “The act of guiding consists of linking a sequence of dangerous situations which deliver enjoyment to the client(s).” (Date unknown, p. 1) In my case, I craved that element of risk yet couldn’t distinguish whether it was a safe risk or a harmful risk. However, someone like Burns who is a mountain guide recognises the distinction between providing the risk in a safe way and when risk can be harmful. At the time I was confident in my navigation and physical abilities to get myself out of the situation, in some ways I did but put myself at high risk to do so. The outcome could’ve been very different if I took the wrong step on that uneven terrain. In terms of preparation, more should’ve been done. I felt prepared in terms of checking the weather forecast beforehand and packing my rucksack with all the essentials, however seeking advice from an experienced hiker could’ve given me important knowledge on how to navigate in snowy conditions. I didn’t know the depth or texture of the snow beforehand, nor did I realise the impact poor visibility has and that played a role in my safety. Usually, I can climb a mountain on my own due to having a lot of experience climbing mountains in the Snowdonia National Park, however due to the conditions, having an additional person would be the safer option. Having a second opinion can be crucial yet it wouldn’t have been needed if more preparation was made. Here, I have conceptualised the situation making it possible to experiment with the situation. 

Lastly, I will discuss Kolb’s last stage of the Experiential Learning Theory, Active Experimenting. In this stage I can improve on the areas where I put myself at risk so that in future, I will safely prepare for an outdoor adventure. If I were to start that day from the beginning with the knowledge that I now have from that experience I would’ve began by seeking advice. As discussed above, second advice can be crucial and if I were to speak to my lecture and close friend at the time beforehand it could’ve altered my decision to go or how to do it safely. In terms of my experience on the mountain I could improve by having a better judgement of the conditions ahead of me. I could clearly see that the visibility was becoming lower and the snow thicker, at that point I should’ve stopped and evaluated the situation; and so, in future I will use my judgement to make the right decision and that being turning back. Lastly, I would’ve considered going with an experienced mountain climber such as my mother as she knows the mountain well having climbed it multiple times. Her presence would’ve eased my worry at the time as well as gave me the opportunity to consult in someone on what actions to take next when in a difficult situation. 

In conclusion, Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory is a great method in structuring an experience or task. By placing this personal experience into the four stages I was able to provide myself with more knowledge on how to safely participate in outdoor adventures such as hiking. It’s a simple yet complex theory that looks deep into the psychology of learning and the importance of using our own experience to educate ourselves. It’s especially useful in the outdoor adventure context as the practical side of it will provide us with many experiences that we will need to evaluate so that we can continue safely participating in outdoor adventures. 
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