The concept of Experiential Learning has been around for some time but, arguably, was not an established theory until 1984 with the release of “Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and development” by David Kolb. Kolb’s book not only establishes experiential learning theory (ELT) by drawing on the works of John Dewey, Kurt Lewin and Jean Piaget, but also introduces the “Kolb Experiential Learning Cycle” (1984). 
Kolb’s theory of experiential learning is a perspective on learning that combines experience, perception, cognition and behaviour. Kolb refers to this perspective being “experiential” for two reasons.  Firstly, his perspective links its origins to the works of educational philosophers and psychologists, John Dewey, Kurt Lewin and Jean Piaget who were all convinced of the importance of real experience as the basis for learning. The second reason is to emphasize the key role experience has on the learning process. Kolb draws upon the work of Dewey, Lewin and Piaget to develop and explain ELT. Dewey’s educational philosophies such as,
 “There is an intimate and necessary relation between the process of actual experience and education.” (J. Dewey, 1938, pp.20)
sparked the movement where educators saw experiential education as a way to revitalize higher education in order to adapt to the changes it faced. Lewin’s work on social psychology and organizational behaviour, led to the discovery that learning in an environment where there is a conflict between concrete experience and analytic detachment, in turn leading to the basic outlines of T(training)-group theory and in Lewin’s words,
 “There is nothing as practical as a good theory.” 
From Piaget’s work on developmental psychology and cognitive development process, Kolb focuses on the theory that
 “Intelligence is shaped by experience.”
In Piaget’s eye the intelligence of an individual is not determined by an innate internal characteristic but is a by-product of a person’s interaction with their environment. This is evident in his studies of children, from infants to teenagers, and how they learn and develop through experiential learning.
There are four stages to Kolb’s learning cycle consisting of: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. The first stage, concrete experience, is where a person does something or has an actual experience; at this stage, a person would describe the experience including their thoughts, feelings and visual input. The second stage, reflective observation, is where a person reflects and reviews the experience; What went well? Even better if? What caused you to act as you did? The third stage, abstract conceptualisation, is where a person builds upon the questions asked and reflections of the previous stage; what could be done better? How could I improve? If a similar situation occurs in the future how would you deal with it? The final stage, active experimentation, is where a person plans what they could do for future experiences or they attempt to apply what they have learned, prompting the cycle to start again with new concrete experiences. For Kolb, these stages form the foundation of all experiential learning, and in the words of Kolb,
 “Knowledge is continuously derived from and tested out in the experiences of the learner.” (D. Kolb, 1984, pp.27) 
My experiential learning experience took place at Rhossili, part of the Gower peninsula near Swansea. We went to Rhossili to do our practical session on abseiling, because the area has some of the most diverse and engaging climbing areas in the UK. Abseiling is an aspect of rock climbing where you descend something (a cliff, mountainside, building) using a rope. To abseil successfully you need: thick rope (to minimise the chance of damage on the rocks) to act as your anchor, a belay device so you can lower yourself down the surface without relying purely on your upper body strength, carabiners (to attach yourself to the belay), a climbing harness to attach yourself to the other safety equipment and a helmet to protect your head in case of a fall or falling rocks. The techniques we were taught whilst abseiling were how to tie and use a cow’s tail, a knot commonly used in rock climbing, and the proper form and footwork when abseiling.
The day began with me walking to Cynefin, in pouring rain, to board the minibus to drive to the session. After an hour we arrived at Rhossili and, after a short briefing on the day’s objectives, we were off.  We walked a short way and after five minutes we arrived at the place we would be abseiling. We sorted out the Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) and were ready to start abseiling. It was at this point I began to get excited and nervous, as I had never abseiled before and the experience was foreign to me. I was feeling adventurous and wanted to push myself to try and do as much as I could throughout the session. There were three routes we used for the abseiling session. The first route was the smallest at around five metres tall. The second route at around twenty metres, and was steeper than the first, and the final route was a sea cave, called the Giant’s Cave, that was around seventy metres. By the end of the session, I had completed the first and second route but by the final route my fear of heights got the better of me and I was unable to complete it. 
Environmental factors played a big part in the abseiling session. The weather: wind, rain and blowing sea spray, made the surfaces we abseiled on more slippery and presented a greater risk so we had to exercise caution. Had we been in a less controlled environment this could have led to someone being injured. In addition, the wind was blowing so fiercely that visibility and the chance of becoming very cold was a significant risk factor. Another important environmental factor was the area we abseiled on itself: The Worm’s Head at Rhossili is comprised of limestone which, in addition to being very slippery when wet, was covered in black algae that further reduced traction. As this was a learning session, tutors, who had prior experience of the locality and abseiling, were able to account for the challenges presented and run a safe and enjoyable learning environment.
My preparation for the session had an impact on what I learned. In my preparation I had packed a spare change of clothes knowing the weather of the day would be challenging.  I also packed my first aid kit, being prepared if anything bad were to happen. However, there were some aspects of my preparation that inhibited my enjoyment, and perhaps effectiveness, of the session as I had little experience of the situation and so was unable to predict all my needs or the likely outcomes. I had not packed my waterproof trousers so when walking to Cynefin to get the minibus I got really wet. On arrival at Rhossili, I hadn’t completely dried out, so suffered with cold much more quickly.  Also, the bag I brought with me was too small to fit any other kit or equipment I needed. For future sessions I will be sure to bring a large enough bag to fit essential kit and equipment, to ensure my safety and enjoyment of the outdoors. Even without reference to the abseiling element of the day, I have already been able to review that happened and have learned that keeping dry is a fundamental part of staying warm, information which I can apply to all further outdoor experiences as well as abseiling.
Using Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle to evaluate the session: My experiential experience was doing the activity of abseiling. Throughout this experience I was feeling nervous as I am afraid of heights. At the beginning of every route I found it difficult to put my weight onto the harness, even though that would have made me safer.  At this point of the experience the thoughts going through my head were: I’m nervous I don’t think I can do this, but as I began to abseil, those thoughts and feelings began to go away until I reached the bottom of the route and felt I had overcome my fears. For reflective observation, I had good footwork and stance which allowed me to abseil to the bottom of the route effectively and with encouragement from my course mates I was able to complete the first two routes despite my fears.  On the final route, however, I sat on the platform to begin the route and put my legs across the hole I was meant to abseil through. When it came to moving my feet I went rigid and my fears got the better of me and I was unable to complete the route. However, now I have experienced abseiling and have greater understanding of the safety procedures to prevent injury, I am confident that I could complete this task in the future. My abstract conceptualisation for the experience tells me that in order to improve I should become more familiar with climbing to help overcome my fear of heights. Using Kolb’s words,
“Learning is the major process for human adaptation.” 
for inspiration, by practicing more and gaining more experience I will become more competent and more confident in my skills. My active experimentation for future practical sessions or outdoor experiences, is to try to do as much as I can and to push myself even though the outcome may scare me; and be ready to fail as I will gain more.
“Knowledge is a process not a product.” (J. Bruner, 1966, pp. 72)
In conclusion, although I was afraid and nervous at the beginning of the session, I really did enjoy abseiling and would love to do it again. From this experience I reinforced my understanding of the need for preparation for outdoor tasks. Clearly, we were told how to abseil but only in actually doing it did I develop my own personal understanding, including the importance of environmental factors and the impact of my personal preparation (adequate clothing etc) in successfully completing a challenge.  Having gained experience of abseiling the technique is demystified for me and I have developed my confidence in dealing with heights and confronting situations I find challenging.  This will help me be more successful when abseiling again, but also gives me confidence to try other new tasks whether they be adventure related or more mundane: like attending a job interview for example.
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