Ecology Assessment 1 – Darcey Beak
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. 
In the outdoor environment, the world around us can change in a split second as nature takes its course, and in my experience, this can be challenging. These experiences have shaped my understanding of the dangers I am facing in all practical activities and highlighted the importance of prevention and preparation in case the worst was to happen. Having multiple experiences in all conditions and landscapes is vital to the preparation and safe participation in outdoor adventures. 
However, to help us understand and prepare for experiences such as these, some people turn to theoretical methods such as David Kolb’s (1984, p.41) Experiential Learning Theory as a hypothetical perspective on experience, relaying four concepts in a cycle, to eventually become successful at something and be consistent. The stages of this cycle are; concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation (Kolb, 2014, p.27; Cherry, 2020). These four concepts are used daily so new theories can be developed around the world. 
In relation to my experience of environmental conditions, in September of last year, I visited Helvellyn in the Lake District with a group from college. On a regular day with sunny or crisp conditions, the journey is smooth sailing and would only take a few hours to ascend and descend again. With reference to Experiential Learning Theory, this is active experimentation as I redid this hike with my friends on a day like this.
For my visit, the weather was predicted to be sunny and partly cloudy, but we soon realised that this was not the case but as the group and I were fully kitted out, we decided to continue the journey. Here I have concrete experience, the group and I had faced similar hikes and felt we were capable of continuing the ascent. However, as we grew closer to the peak of the mountain, the weather changed as the temperature dropped, it began to hail and snow and there was zero visibility. It is safe to say that without the map, we could have easily walked off the edge. 
It was, therefore, important to keep the group close and together especially as kit began to fail due to exposure and it became increasingly difficult for members to continue until one of the girls in the group started to collapse and we had to set up an emergency shelter and get down the mountain as efficiently as possible. We stripped her of all wet clothing and replaced them with spares we luckily brought along. After loading with some sugar and hydrating we made the move to get down the mountain as quickly and as safely as possible. What should have been a few hours of walking turned to seven hours in the freezing cold. Not only were we concerned for our friend, but we were also cold, wet and tired which brought the morale of the group down substantially, making the journey ten times more treacherous and challenging to complete. This is my reflection.
This experience highlights the importance of preparation in safely participating in outdoor adventures as, without the emergency shelter, warm clothing and support, this member of my group may have been in a worse condition or even not with us. There was no accessibility for a mountain rescue due to low visibility, there were seven more students who were also getting wet and tired and with it getting dark there was no time to waste or we could have been stranded for the night. Without these essential lifesaving items, much worse may have occurred not just to one member but to others too.
This experience also shows that even though conditions may be stable, they can change at any time especially as phones aren’t always accurate and sometimes you have to rely on what’s right in front of you. This is my abstract conceptualisation. In preparing for this adventure, I had a rucksack with warm emergency clothing in case I got cold, sugary snacks to give me a pick me up for when I started to struggle, a first aid kit in case of minor injuries and I already had my waterproofs on. All this kit was vital for that day and without it could have caused major issues. The one thing I want to add to this list for future adventures is a torch because in times of low visibility and when we thought we may have to spend a night it made all the difference from calm to panic mode for the group.
In using Kolb’s (1984, p.41) Experiential Learning Theory, you can clearly transform experience into knowledge following each event you go through to get better at it the next time. This is achieved by exploiting your weaknesses and using them to make your knowledge stronger. However, the issue with Kolb’s (1984) theory is that even though you can improve on certain parts of skills or techniques or just gaining knowledge over some things from past experiences does not mean all can be prepared for in the outdoor environment just from experience (Joffrion, 2010). Nevertheless, by having these experiences, you can develop aspects of the safety measures that are put in place to promote safe participation in outdoor adventures as you must take in the outdoors and risk asses dynamically. 
In addition, John Dewey (1938) had a similar approach to Kolb in the fact they both had structured cycles to develop learning, both including the ‘hands-on effect’ though his was named the Inquiry Model. The Inquiry Model holds five steps in order to reflect effectively, these steps include Planning, retrieving, processing, creating, sharing and evaluating (Alberta Learning, 2004, p.10). In my opinion, Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning theory is more relevant to me in the sense that I can complete his model of reflection easily and independently, whereas, John Dewey’s (1938) Inquiry Model is rooted in a teacher’s perspective. 
Another experience that has prepared me for safely participating in outdoor activities is when I was snowboarding and got caught in a ‘white-out’ which according to Whitelines Snowboarding (2016), is when there is little to no visibility due to snow cover, sometimes the visibility is that terrible you cannot see a hand in front of your face. It started out to be a genuinely nice day for snowboarding with a few clouds heading in at mid-day. The visibility was becoming reduced as the day journeyed on and suddenly, I have found myself in a white-out. I could not see anything further than a meter away. Quickly we all grouped together and slowly made our way down the mountain tapping the piste markers on route. The visibility shifted back to normal after a few hundred meters where we regrouped to ensure no one was lost in the blizzard then continued down to the bottom. 
This experience has developed my understanding of preparing for safety in accordance with external conditions in outdoor activities as there are a series of steps to be taken in the event of a white-out in order to keep you safe. The first of these is to check the weather forecast but even before then, having the right kit for low visibility days such as the right pair of goggles which could save your life.
After reading an article from Outdoor Fitness (2013), I found more ways of preparing for safe participation in outdoor activities, for example, toughening our bodies. If I was to be spending all my time in a cold climate, I could train my body to be comfortable at a lower temperature in order to not get cold as easily causing risks such as hyperthermia or exposure to have decreased slightly. As well as this, to prepare against cold climates I could keep my core warm and stay hydrated, preventing dehydration, exhaustion and hypothermia. This article has highlighted the importance of preparation in the outdoors by explaining the ways to train our brains and bodies to be better in the environment and not just our skills like David Kolb’s theory is aimed at.
I believe I have an exceptionally good understanding on environmental conditions and how they have developed my understanding of safely preparing for outdoor activities as I have been in different climates all exposing different dangerous elements, and I have been able to apply Experiential learning theory to my experiences to become better outdoors. 
In conclusion, to ensure my safe participation in future outdoor adventurous activities, I will always bring extra kit including snacks, thermals, water and other essentials including paddles etc. I also always check the weather conditions to ensure there are no adverse environmental conditions such as flash floods, whiteouts or storms that could affect the safety and wellbeing of myself or others and never underestimate mother nature.
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