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Ecology Of Adventure
Assignment 1

Outdoor experiences come in all shapes and sizes and when adding the objective of experiential learning to the mix, this document could very well span the length of book.  To avoid this, I’m going to narrow the discussion to one of my own experiences and how this experience, in particular, has developed my understanding of preparing to safely participate in outdoor adventures.
Experiential learning is put simply as the act of learning through experiences.  A psychologist and educational theorist known best for his understanding, theories and studies on experiential learning is an American by the name of David Kolb. Kolb describes learning as being ‘best conceived as a process’ and ‘not in terms of outcomes’ (1984, p.26).  The process that Kolb identifies has at a minimum of 4 steps.  Having an experience, reflecting on that experience, learning from the experience, and then trying out the changes that you learnt or in simpler terms, Experiencing, Reflecting, Thinking and Acting.
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Using this thought, learning moves away from the widely used didactic curriculum we see in mainstream education today and instead encourages learning through doing and experiencing whilst removing barriers that many learners encounter.  ‘Learning is a continuous process grounded in experience’(Kolb, 1984, p.27)
Prior to Kolb ‘mainstreaming’ the process described many practitioners within the outdoor sector, believed that Adventure Experience’s and experiential learning equated to a ‘black box, where we put people in one end, and they come out better at the other end… we don’t really know what happens inside the box, but it works.’ (Berry and Hodgson, 2011, p8)
So using Kolb’s model of Experiential Learning, I will describe an experience I have had, reflect on it, explain what I learnt from it and how my learning will affect my next experience. 
The experience I am going to describe and delve into is a coasteering experience I had in the summer of 2022 prior to starting university.
This experience occurred in the afternoon of Saturday the 20th of August 2022.  As a family group, we decided to head to Aberporth on the West Coast of Ceredigion and meet up with some friends.  I have personally coasteered here 15 – 20 times over the last 2 years, of which, I had managed to fit in 5 sessions this year so I was confident that my experience would keep our group safe.
The weather forecast showed clear skies, temperature highs of 20 degrees Celsius with a south westerly wind of up to 11mph.  Water temperature was around 16.5 degrees Celsius and a predicted swell of about 2 feet. 
I had three objectives for the day.  The first and most important was to makes sure everyone in the group got what they wanted out of the afternoon.  The second was to make sure we were all safe and got back without incident, and the third was to take everyone on an adventure.
To start the session, we had a group discussion around the environment we were about to enter and what individuals wanted to get out of the session.  We then moved to the entry area and practiced some shallow water entry techniques.
As we progressed through the day, the weather started to change.  The wind picked up and the swell started to increase and even though the tide was going out, this was causing a lot more ‘white’ water to appear and the usual exit and entry points on and off the rocks were becoming more treacherous.  The group were loving the experience and although we spent a bit more time traversing the coast in the water rather than on the rocks, the swell made this process a bit more of a roller coaster experience.
As the water got bigger, I found it a little harder to control the group and keep everyone together.  The stronger swimmers tried to go ahead and spend more time than needed ‘bobbing’ along the coast, and the confident members of the group tied to get out of the water a few times not knowing the proper technique. 
Reflecting on this experience, I can say that I enjoy anything that allows me to put a smile on someone’s face, and coasteering, in my experience is always a winner.  You’re seeing the coastline from a different angle that can’t be replicated any other way.  It also brings people together, encourages teamwork (even with groups with people that don’t know each other).  The very fact that individuals are putting themselves out of their comfort zone so experience something so unique, it’s always important to understand what each individual wants to achieve as some may want to experience ‘extreme rock pooling’ others the thrill of jumping into the sea from height.  I also use coasteering sessions to teach about decision making and risks and whether they are worth taking.  
I’m always nervous about taking a new group out onto open water and that is mainly due to the fact that things can change quickly and when things go wrong, they tend to go wrong in a big way.  This group was family and friends and as a group we quickly built the rapport as we progressed along the coast.
The session itself was going great.  I could identify the different groups of people that wanted the thrills and the others that wanted the experience.  I was starting to recognise the weather was changing and was assessing whether heading back the way we had come would be a better option.  I discussed this with the group, and they all wanted to continue so we did.
The swell was rising, and the waves were coming in harder but there was no change to the currents in the area.  We were still operating safely, and everyone was still having fun.  This change in weather wasn’t ideal and if this would have been a client session and time restricted then I would have turned back or even stayed in the location where we had an easy exit as the progress substantially slowed down at this point which in turn caused a couple of the smaller members of the group to become colder and again slow down.
‘Experiential learning combines experience, perception, cognition and behaviour, and aims to encompass emotions, imagination, and physical being, as well as intellect.’  In other words, ‘the involvement of the whole person’ (Martin and Frank and Zounkova, 2004, p.12)
My experience of this individual session allows me to expand on experiences I have already encountered and reflect and develop my skills and understanding. I feel that although the session was a success and it reached its desired objectives outlined at the beginning of the text, I learnt that using multiple forms of information gathering when it comes to weather forecasting will allow me to better provide an experience with less uncontrollable risk.
I also learnt that even though there may be smiles on faces, there may well be a level anxiety, or even physical conditions, for example being cold, that will provide the participant with a different experience than what was intended.  This is something that I need to work on identifying earlier, not only for safety reasons but ‘adventure education tends to focus on personal social outcomes, such as self-esteem development and effective communication skills ‘(Hodgson and Berry, 2011, p.63), and so for the people I am interacting with in these environments, I need to encourage these skills.
The very sense of adventure is difficult to pin-point as the experience is a very personal one and will be different for everyone.  It is generally accepted that ‘adventures are challenging experiences, have a degree of unpredictability, and demand physical and mental skill to overcome,’ (Beames and Mackie and Atencio, 2019, p.4).  The discussion continues to identify that although losing power at home for 48 hours, or getting a flat tyre at night, while on your own, would fit into this definition of adventure, that in reality, not many people would see these as an adventure, more as an inconvenience.  Therefore, for an adventure to really be considered an adventure, it must be ‘planned, expected, and desired’ (Beames and Mackie and Atencio, 2019, p.4).  
In order to better equip myself, I have enrolled in a degree program that will allow me to explore Experiential Learning in an adventurous setting.  I will also be working with a number of providers in the area to gain more experience.  
To summarise, ‘Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience.’(Kolb) (p38) and whilst it is a wide belief that learning can be done anywhere we must remember that ‘Learning is done by people, not to them’ (Hodgson and Berry, 2011, p63) I was happy with how the day went and how it ended.  I have cemented some learning experiences that will allow me to grow.
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