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With Reference to ‘Experimental Learning Theory’ discuss how your own experience of environmental conditions whilst engaged in an outdoor adventurous activity has developed your understanding of preparing to safely participate in outdoor activities. 


‘Experimental Learning Theory’ (Kolb, 1984) focuses on the idea that the best way of learning is through experiences. They allow us to reflect, recognise, and adapt for future experiences. 

I am going to use Kolb’s ‘Experimental Learning Theory’ within my personal concrete experience of getting hypothermia due to the cold weather and sea conditions when I was surfing, to understand how it has helped me adapt and prepare better for my current similar adventures — preventing it from occurring again. 


Kolb created a cycle representing the process in which helps us to adapt. It contains four stages; ‘Concrete Experience’ (an experience that is significant and has most likely not happened before), ‘Reflective Observation’ (remembering and reflecting on what happened and what could have been done differently), ‘Abstract Conceptualisation’ (creating a new idea or modification), ‘Active Experimentation’ (applying the new ideas to the world and seeing what happens)
Kolb argues that one can start at any stage of the cycle at any time. 


My ‘Concrete Experience’ is when I got hypothermia out surfing with my friends a month ago (November 2024). This is a concrete experience as I have never got hypothermia before and so I was quite scared and unsure what to do. My hands and feet became completely numb and yellow. My lips were blue, and my face was pale. 
All I knew about hypothermia was from watching ‘Saving Lives at Sea’ on BBC2. I remember watching an episode when someone they rescued seemed okay at first, however was quickly deteriorating to a point where the person was slurring their words and becoming confused. 
This is what was happening to me. I started to feel a bit dizzy and lightheaded. If someone asked me a question I had to think hard about what they said, and had to think hard on what to say in return. 
In the ‘Saving Lives at Sea’ episode I remember the rescuers becoming the most panicked when they noticed their patient had stopped shivering. This stuck in my mind as I remember questioning how that is the case when surely stopping shivering means you are no longer cold? I was wrong. It means one’s body has reached so cold that the energy they have left has to go to protect the essential organs to keep them working for as long as possible. Therefore, there is not any energy left to shiver. 
I stopped shivering. I was completely panicking inside, however did not want to make a fuss about it to my friends as I did not want to be an inconvenience… I now know I need to say something straight away.


‘Reflective Observation’ is recognising and understanding what could have been done differently within the situation. In my concrete experience I wore a wetsuit that was too big for me. I recognise now how important it is to have the correct PPE and that fits me best. Having a big wetsuit meant that there was a constant flow of cold sea water going in and out of my wetsuit, so no heat was being trapped inside to keep me warm. This also meant when I got out of the sea, the cold and windy weather conditions made me freezing. Especially as it was November. 
Experience and Education (Dewey, 1938), a piece of writing inspiring Kolb, emphasises the importance of going on adventures and finding things out for yourself by making mistakes and experimenting. This helps us to truly connect our understanding with the world around us. So now that I am using Kolb’s cycle, and looking back on my experience, I am glad I made the mistake of wearing a wetsuit that was too big for me, as I have learnt first hand the effects of what would happen, rather than just being told not to. If I was told instead, I may have forgotten, and that experience may have happened later in life, where perhaps I wasn’t with people to help me. 

A criticism I have with how I dealt with the cold was that I put layers on straight after taking my wetsuit off as I needed warmth as soon as possible. However, I didn’t take my swimsuit off as well so I was still wet, therefore was going to stay cold. 

What did help slightly with the cold however, was that we made a little fire on the beach which gave me some warmth for my feet. I also ate sausages that were cooking on it, giving me some energy. I understand though, that making fires on the beach could negatively impact ecosystems and homes for animals living on the beach and possibly the marine life when the tide comes in, so this is not a good solution for hypothermia, especially as it didn’t give off enough heat. 
I ended up having to sit in my friend's car with the heating on full blast in order to be warm again.



‘Abstract Conceptualisation’ is about thinking of new ways to go about things, modifying it to suit you better. I didn’t tell anyone how I was so cold that I couldn’t function, so I left myself panicking on my own when I could have had help a lot faster, possibly preventing my hypothermia to worsen, but I decided not to make a fuss, until they noticed themselves that I was too cold and needed help.
In the future I am definitely going to tell people straight away if I do not feel right or that if I am in the slightest bit of danger as it could hugely help to prevent the situation to get worse. 



‘Active Experimentation’ is being able to put the adapted version into practice, to show yourself what you have learnt and to experiment with it in the outdoors.
Now, when I go out on similar adventures, involving the cold weather and sea, I make sure that I am fully prepared beforehand to try and not let the same thing happen again.
I fill my bag with a first aid kit and spare clothes, for example; an extra pair of thick socks, multiple jumpers, a balaclava, a hat, and gloves. I make sure, once coming out of the water, that I am fully dry and undressed before I put any of these warm layers on, as I learnt from my experience, even though I’ll be warmer quicker by layering up as soon as I can – I won’t be warm in the long run as I’d still be wet. Those extra layers would then also become wet, so therefore unable to be worn anymore.
I also make sure that the car is always close to the sea to access quickly if needed, as the car heater was vital for my recovery when I was hypothermic and I’m not sure what I would have done without it being there handy.
Since this concrete experience of mine, we have learnt about hypothermia at university and how to help it. It was explained to us how drinking a fizzy drink over a cup of tea is way more beneficial if hypothermic, as the body needs sugar to get energy in order to warm up.
We went to the beach as a class and went in the sea in our wetsuits. Coming out, we were so cold. I had a bottle of coke, when drinking it, I felt instantly a bit warmer. This is why I now make sure to buy a fizzy drink and plenty of food when going out in the cold. 
We were also introduced to survival bags and foil coats, we tried them out to help warm us up and I was amazed on how good they were. With the survival bag you get inside and it traps air around you warming you up, also preventing any wind from hitting you. The foil coat reflects back any warmth you have left on your body and warms you up that way. Both are very effective therefore I am planning to get one myself off Amazon so I have it in my bag for future adventures just in case.
I understand now that I am more susceptible to the cold than others so I have learnt not to rely on other people to feel the cold before I take action for myself, but to pay attention to my own body as it reacts to the cold.


I strongly agree with Kolb’s theory of ‘Experimental Learning’ as it has helped me adapt my actions in order to be safer in the outdoors by experimenting and getting to know what my body needs in relation to different environmental conditions like the cold weather and sea. 
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