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Experiential learning is a concept that has been explored by multiple different theorists. Dewey, the founder of experiential education, argued that within experimental education, that is the experiences and the quality of those experiences that affect the amount of learning and growth that occurs[footnoteRef:1]. He also argued that experiential education allows learners to learn how to collaborate; how to supplement their weaknesses with the strengths of others[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  Dewey, J. (1939) Experience and Education, The Macmillan Company.]  [2:  Dewey, J. (1939) Experience and Education, The Macmillan Company.] 

Another theorist was Kolb. Kolb argued for this idea of a 4-phase cycle of learning[footnoteRef:3]. Phase one is concrete experience[footnoteRef:4]. During this phase, it is time for action and the participant must have an experience[footnoteRef:5]. Phase two is reflective observation, where the participants must reflect on what was successful versus what was not[footnoteRef:6]. Phase three of Kolb’s cycle is abstract conceptualization[footnoteRef:7]. What is the interpretation? What is the big picture? What is the why? Phase four of Kolb’s cycle is active experimenting[footnoteRef:8]. During this phase, the person must make plans for the next concrete experience[footnoteRef:9].  [3:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.]  [4:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.]  [5:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.]  [6:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.]  [7:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.]  [8:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.]  [9:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.] 

Rhonke was another theorist that brought in the ideas of “challenge by choice” and challenge of choice”[footnoteRef:10]. “Challenge by choice” is the idea that participants are invited to participate voluntarily in each of the activities and challenges of an adventure-based counseling program[footnoteRef:11]. “Challenge of choice” is the idea that the choice isn’t around participating or not, but rather selecting the individual level of a challenge[footnoteRef:12]. [10:  Rohnke, K. (2000) Kurt Hahn address - 2000 AEE International Conference. Journal of Experiential Education, 23.]  [11:  Rohnke, K. (2000) Kurt Hahn address - 2000 AEE International Conference. Journal of Experiential Education, 23.]  [12:  Rohnke, K. (2000) Kurt Hahn address - 2000 AEE International Conference. Journal of Experiential Education, 23.] 

Mortlock was one final theorist who describes a scale of adventures based on their subjective risk vs. reward[footnoteRef:13]. On one axis, lies experience. On the other, risk. Between the two, there lie categories of play, adventure, frontier adventure, misadventure, and disaster[footnoteRef:14]. Play is where the risk is very low, and experience is very high. Disaster is when the risk is very high, and experience is very low. The others fall subjectively in between[footnoteRef:15].  [13:  Mortlock, C. (1987) The Adventure Alternative, Cumbria: Cicerone Press.]  [14:  Mortlock, C. (1987) The Adventure Alternative, Cumbria: Cicerone Press.]  [15:  Mortlock, C. (1987) The Adventure Alternative, Cumbria: Cicerone Press.] 

These theories behind outdoor adventure education all apply in each of their own ways, and rather than stating that one is correct or incorrect, I think that it’s important to combine each of the concepts. Within our experiences, one that I reflect on heavily as a time of experiential education was our day on the Gower Peninsula. After a “short” hike, which turned into a three-hour, 6-mile hike, we arrived at the location of our first major push into “adventure”[footnoteRef:16]. The adventure then began with scrambling down a face of a cliff. We then crossed over “death alley”, climbed across the rock face, and reached Paviland cave. Up to this point in the trip, we had climbed Pen Y Fan, walked through the Preseli Hills, and explored some castles. Those were concrete experiences for us. We learned to trust each other, work together, and enjoy the moment. We had learned about the history of Wales, saw miraculous views, and learned some about ourselves at the same time. We were in “Play” on Mortlock’s scale, as we were in much more minor versions of Kolb’s cycle than we would later experience[footnoteRef:17]. This day though, we experienced our first “challenge by choice”[footnoteRef:18]. We were not forced to scramble down, then climb across the rock face and into the cave. We had to each chose to do that individually. Additionally, this was the first true time we explored an area outside of “play”. I would argue that we were in frontier adventure. The subjective risk was genuinely higher. If we fell the wrong way and a spotter was unable to stop us, it could’ve resulted in serious injury or death. But we had enough guidance from our guides, enough trust in one another, and enough courage within ourselves that we were each able to push through fear, out of our comfort zones, into that space of frontier adventure.  [16:  Mortlock, C. (1987) The Adventure Alternative, Cumbria: Cicerone Press.]  [17:  Mortlock, C. (1987) The Adventure Alternative, Cumbria: Cicerone Press.]  [18:  Rohnke, K. (2000) Kurt Hahn address - 2000 AEE International Conference. Journal of Experiential Education, 23.] 

By choosing to be a part of this “Challenge by choice” activity, we were allowing ourselves to enter Kolb’s 4-stage cycle of learning[footnoteRef:19]. It was the activity in frontier adventure that would provide a concrete experience from which each of us would learn. The passage to the cave was our initial concrete experience. We entered the second phase of Kolb’s cycle: reflective observation[footnoteRef:20]. We reflected on what we had just accomplished, what had worked, and what hadn’t. Many people overcame fears of heights. I overcame some distrust in myself and my footing. I learned that I was capable of more than I thought, especially when given resources such as the buddies, Tomo, Jon, and Dean Mapstone. I then entered the third phase of Kolb’s cycle: abstract conceptualization[footnoteRef:21]. Here, I reflected on why we did what we just did. What did that experience provide to me, as well as to the rest of my peers? The experience had given me more confidence in the guides that I was with as they kept me safe in a place where I did not feel safe. It gave us confidence in one another as we watched Lauren and Maddie overcome their fears. It allowed Tomo and Jon to see what our limits as a group might eventually be. It gave me the confidence in my footing and decision making that I would need to get back up “Death Valley”. After learning about the history of the cave and the person that was once buried there, I began to enter stage four of Kolb’s cycle[footnoteRef:22]. Here, I planned to trust my footing and my decisions, but when I was on loose rock, to give my foot a little extra shake to make sure it was secure. I planned to go back up in “four-wheel drive” using each of my limbs to stabilize me and keep me optimally balanced. I planned to trust myself, to trust my guides, and to encourage each of my peers. I planned my strategy for my next concrete experience. [19:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.]  [20:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.]  [21:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.]  [22:  Sharlanova, V. (2004) Experiential Learning, Trakia Journal of Sciences, 2,4, 36-39.] 

This experience was just one of many where I experienced a significant amount of growth. As we would learn later, though, a key aspect of this growth was the guides that were with us. Dewey’s argument that it is the experiences and the quality of those experiences that affect the amount of learning and growth that occurs is a theme that was significant within the trip[footnoteRef:23]. As a group, we were so beyond lucky with the comradery we all shared, and our desire to be one family unit experiencing each high and each low together. This comradery, built through adversity, allowed our experiences together to be incredibly significant and increased their quality. However, we as a group also learned how important the enthusiasm and passion from the guides is when partaking in an experience/adventure. [23:  Dewey, J. (1939) Experience and Education, The Macmillan Company.] 

At our day in the slate mine, we learned as a group what it is to have a guide who’s lack of enthusiasm about the people they were with and the place that they were in affects the experience. Jamie struggled to interact with us as a group, possibly because he was used to interacting with young children. He skipped over places of interest, rushed us through lunch and the rest of the tour. His body language, attitude, and tone while he spoke showed that he had no desire to be there with us in that time. We lost interest as a group. In a place with amazing history and rooms, we were more worried about how much longer we had than the coring samples in the wall or the echoing of a chamber. As we left the cave, disappointed in our most recent experience, Tomo had us reflect. What made that experience a less enjoyable, less educational atmosphere. 
The experience of being in the cave was our stage one, and our understanding that it wasn’t enjoyed was our stage two, but our guided stage three lead us to some important realizations. One: The quality of an experience is heavily dependent on the enthusiasm and interest of the guide. Their knowledge, friendliness, and enthusiasm makes or breaks the experience. In an unfamiliar face, they are the key that puts the experience together. Two: Jamie failed to provide a true outdoor educational experience because of his attitude. Three: We were incredibly lucky to have Tomo, Jon, Jack, and Ed as our guides, as their enthusiasm about where we were during each experience was a key factor in us having the unimaginably incredible experience, we each did. This reflection was our stage 3. Our stage 4 was less of planned active experimenting, but rather analyzing each additional experience we had, and what made it the experience it was. Joey was a guide that we could compare Jamie to. They both typically worked with younger children, both were a part of this outdoor education world, but the difference between their attitudes and their ability to interact with us was key in our perception of them and our overall experience. We learned that it is the experiences and the quality of those experiences, which is most heavily influenced by the attitude and enthusiasm of the guide, that affect the amount of learning and growth that occurs, without reflection. With reflection, the quality of an experience, whether lesser or more, can provide opportunity for reflection and learning. 
Overall, each of these theorists had ideas that were present within our experience in Wales. We were in play, all the way to misadventure, choosing what challenges we did at what level.  We were having quality experiential education, and thus entering Kolb’s four-stage cycle. We experienced how being in “frontier adventure”, or even “misadventure”, provides so much more context and information as a concrete experience to learn from, than being in “play” does. We experienced the theories, but the more important part was that we learned about ourselves, each other, and the world around us while we applied them.
