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Climbing Rocks as an Education Tool 

	For many, education is constrained to a learning that occurs within four walls and involves hours of studying and reading from heavy textbooks. This traditional view of learning places a high value on the ability to recall specific dates, facts, and information, with much of the world based on this system. Yet, what this type of education fails to teach is that learning is something that never stops. No matter where one might physically be, learning continues. This is especially true once one steps outside of the classroom. 
	Following the global pandemic that the world experienced in 2020, millions of people have begun to place a much higher value on the importance of time spent in the outdoors. Which has led many to experience significant learning through adventure and action. This experiential learning, something that educationalists Dewey, Kolb, and Mortlock have preached for years, is revolutionizing the way the world looks at education. Through activity that expands beyond one’s comfort zone, there is room for immense self-reflection, understanding, and most importantly learning. Which is something that I not only learned but experienced during my three-week adventure in Wales. Proving that adventurous activities possess the opportunity to provide a unique and extremely valuable learning experience that is inaccessible through any other means of education. 
	 The summer before I began my first year of university I experienced a life-changing moment that would shape the course of my life. A horrific, yet preventable climbing accident that left my 15-year-old camper dead. While I might not have been there, or been culpable for the accident, it was my job to deal with the aftermath. Something that as an 18-year-old, I wasn’t prepared for. Following that experience, I never touched climbing equipment again. What used to be an enjoyable activity became my worst nightmare. I didn’t like big cliffs or drop offs, I always overpacked first aid supplies for simple activities, and awful memories haunted me while participating in various outdoor activities. To be honest, I never thought that I would ever rock climb again, and I was okay with that reality. At least I was before I found myself in Wales. When I was accepted into the Wales program, I knew that climbing would be involved. It was something that I was extremely wary of but wanted to challenge myself. According to Mortlock’s stages of adventure (1987), you could classify climbing as almost a frontier adventure for me. Because while I possess more knowledge than the average person, my fear made that prior knowledge and experience limit my ability and willingness to participate. 
Our first day climbing in Wales was unexpected. I remember showing up to the van that Friday morning and seeing all the climbing equipment inside and immediately starting to panic a bit. I thought I would have more time to ease into it. But I accepted my harness and helmet and moved on, and enjoyed the beautiful, yet unnecessarily long walk along the coast. It was absolutely breathtaking and allowed me to almost forget that the harness and helmet I was carrying meant that we would be doing some sort of climbing. When we finally crossed that death alley and I saw the ropes on the rock face I knew that it was time. Everyone who knew my history kept asking me if I was okay, as I had gotten very quiet as we took turns putting on harnesses and tying knots. I was trying not to panic, but internally I was fighting to control my heartrate and rising fears. To try and limit some of my fears, I went straight up to Jon and asked him to tie the knots himself. He joked with me a bit and asked why I didn’t want to try myself, and I tried to keep the tears in as I explained that I had been involved in a bad climbing accident and didn’t want anyone but a trained professional to do it. So, without any other explanation, he tied the knots, and with shaky hands I climbed across the face. 
	This was the first of many challenges that I faced while in Wales. The actions and things that I completed that day brought me one step closer to reaching a more comfortable level of Mortlock’s stages of adventure (1987). For me, this experience was incredibly valuable, and translated into learning that is unachievable in a classroom. Yet, this was only the first step, and if using Kolb’s cycle (1984), these couple hours of climbing were only the beginning to preparing to complete this activity again and take it a step further following careful planning and reflection. Stage two and three of the cycle occurred naturally. I remember people coming up to me following the climbing to check in and make sure that I was still fine, and I truly appreciated the compassion and support that my group gave me. With their help, I tried to keep calm and reflect on what had happened in the days leading up to the next time we would be breaking out the harnesses. But also, I tried to mentally prepare myself for the next challenge that I would face, an entire excursion of real climbing. 
	Week two brought us to a beautiful spot along the coast for some serious climbing. With two spots set up as well as a repel, this adventure was going to be a full-fledged climbing one. At this point, I was still pretty nervous to climb, but absolutely terrified to belay. I had already decided that while I would climb, I wanted to take no part in belaying someone. It wasn’t that I didn’t know how to do it, but it was more of the fear of having that rope and climbing system in my hand again. I was one of the last climbers to climb, and I was practically shaking by the time it was my turn. Every time I watched someone belay, I even got a little sick to my stomach. At one point, Tomo came up to me to check how I was doing and asked if I was going to belay. I replied with a no, in the nicest and simplest way possible. But of course, Tomo being Tomo wouldn’t take that as an answer. I explained the situation to him, and he totally understood. Yet, that didn’t stop him from asking me to belay Jack. I gave him a noncommittal answer and completed my climb. When I got back down, Tomo basically ambushed me, and the next thing I knew I was doing everything that I hadn’t wanted to do. Thankfully for both Jack and I, Jack is a fantastic climber who didn’t really need me. However, I realized that I needed him and Tomo. 
	Scholar and adventure theorist Rhonke (2000) talks about the value of challenge, and the learning that can come from these challenges, most notably being his ideas of challenge of and by choice. That day climbing, I had originally thought that my challenge of and by choice would be a bit more driven by MY choice to simply climb. Yet I soon realized that Tomo would help influence that choice a bit more than originally expected. However, without that push, I don’t think I would have ever been able to belay. And I would be lying if I didn’t say that when I stood there with the rope in my hand and the tears in my eyes, I was extremely thankful and grateful for Tomo (basically) forcing me to belay. It was something I never thought possible, but after a week and a half in Wales, I found myself doing the impossible. So, with that active experimenting, I completed one of Kolb’s cycles. It was a moment of immense self-growth and reflection as well as cathartic release. But the biggest challenge was still to come. 
	Week three brought the final adventure. Something that all of us had been thinking about since day one. Tomo had alluded to some climbing, but honestly at this point, I wasn’t very nervous about it. Which had proven to myself that through all of these adventurous activities, I truly had been learning. Dewey (1933) talks about how one can learn through repetition of experiences, and how growth and experience are connected. With these ideas in mind, I believe that my minimized fear came from experiencing and learning from the climbing that I had done the past two weeks. Experiences that in the end, made the climbing and repelling in the final adventure almost easy and normal. So, while the climbing that we did that final day may not have been classified as play according to Morlock, rather than being frontier adventure it could now be classified as just adventure. But most importantly, it demonstrated the growth and reflection that I had accomplished during my time in Wales. Not from a classroom or a textbook, but from being outside and completing these tasks that were outside of my comfort zone, and outside of my norm. And from these experiences and moments of uncomfortability, one is able to witness the learning that can occur from these nontraditional educational experiences. 
	While there were many learning experiences during my time in Wales, it was the progression of my comfortability with climbing that will be a defining educational moment of my trip. I would have never anticipated that I would not only have been able to climb and repel like I did, but most significantly was when I actually belayed someone. Following the climbing accident that I experienced years ago, I vowed to never touch climbing equipment, but through the many strenuous days filled with experiential learning, I found myself doing the exact thing I never thought I would have the mental or physical strength to do. Without the so-called unconventional teaching that I was given throughout my three weeks in Wales, I’m not sure I would have completed these climbing challenges. Which makes me even more grateful for the amazing adventures that I had in Wales, and the fantastic people that helped support, cheer, and push me to actually complete them. So, while experiential learning might be outside of the norm for many, in reality it is an extremely valuable educational tool that allows immense growth and knowledge at the hands of the learner, something that is unattainable in a classroom. 
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