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	Experiential learning theory 

The goal of this essay is to show and highlight improvement in skill and understanding towards the use and importance of safety with different conditions within outdoor adventure using the ideas of Kolb’s experiential Learning Theory and personal experience from my time in the outdoors.  I will go into personal experiences and adventurers looking into what I did in what conditions as well as what I could have done better. I will talk about conditions such as the weather, tides and other factors that make the outdoors the wild and unpredictable environment we all know and love. I have had many experiences within the outdoors that could have gone better however have also gone better due to more adverse conditions. These are what make Kolb’s theory work and we will be looking into over this paper.

Kolb’s theory of experiential learning is a 4 part cycle that we all are constantly on and a part of. It’s the use of past experiences and learning from them to improve for next time we can experience them. As a part of life we are constantly doing things and learning from them and this is described by Kolb with his 4 part cycle of experimental learning theory. The first part is the act of doing. This is called by Kolb as the “concrete experience”. This is seen as the activity within the outdoors such as going on a hike or bike ride. This first hand experience of a activity sets the ground work to learn from. Kolb talks about an “emphasis on here and now”(1984,p21) showing this primary stage is doing in the moment with pure focus on “immediate personal experience” (1984,p21) . This can be anything from being sat in a class learning first hand to just a day in the office, but of course with a view on outdoor adventure we see this as during the activity. The second section of his cycle is the “observation and reflection”.  As the name suggests, this is a focus on learning from what happened during the primary phase, with thoughts about what was achieved well and what could be improved upon directly from the persons first hand experience. This is seen as a “theory from which new implications can be deduced” (1984,p21). These ideas are the bases for every section after the primary action based around feed back and learning from the persons feedback, data and video and photos from the activity. The third part to the cycle is the “formation of abstract concepts and generalisations”which is the new ideas of how to improve upon the ideas presented from the previous section of the cycle. This section is about the theory of how to better the experience and how to use what went well again so learning from mistakes and success. Which leads to the final section of the cycle “testing implications of concepts in new situations”. This uses those ideas and theories to “share it fully, concretely, and abstractly” (1984,p21) in the actions of redoing the activities and using what was discussed and thought about in the last sections. This then leads back to the primary section of “concrete experience” making the cycle complete and a constant act of doing, looking, learning and practice causing constant upskilling and learning. 

Though my times in the outdoors there have been many situations I have learned from and developed preparation skills from. This being stated I feel that one of my first experiences of sailing was a great example of why preparation is always needed with in the outdoors. This day started with some higher winds than I had dealt with before when kayaking. With my sea scout group we where planning on going sailing in Poole Harbour, Dorset. The winds where too high for me to sail. From memory I would say it was a 5 to a 6 on the Beaufort scale (Beaufort 1805). I hadn’t ever been on the water before in winds like this so I was put into the kayaking group as I had been kayaking for about a month at this point so I was more comfortable in there than a sail boat. This was a exciting time as it was pushing my ability with the new weather and sea state to me however I didn’t except the change in temperature that comes with higher wind, this is related to the start of Kolb’s cycle as I was doing something in a new environment which is the “concrete experience” of the cycle. After coming off the water I found I felt much more cold than I had in previous weeks. At this time I didn’t realise the importance of layers as every week I had only wore a wet suit with board shorts underneath. After being so cold I talked to my leaders about it and they sent me to get changed before getting equipment away so I wondered what else I could wear to get warmer. This is the second (observation and reflection) part of the cycle with thinking about why I was cold, which after I asked around and looked at other people equipment I had the thought of my lack of layers had an impact as I was wearing less than others doing the same thing whilst on the water. This idea is called “layering” and is a common idea for kayaking with experts talking about what to wear (Perception Kayaks,2018). From there the cycle moves to the third part (formation of abstract concepts and generalisation) with me asking and looking into different tops and bottoms for going on the water. The next day I got a rash vest and new bottoms which takes me to the forth part (testing implications of concepts in new situations) as next time I went on the water I used my new top and found I was much warmer than previous weeks. From there I’ve been in this cycle constantly with me now owning a variety of options for tops, bottoms, wet and even a dry suit to use on the water to keep me warm which I now feel nearly every time I’m in the water. 

Another experience in which I used my knowledge on layers and water helped me was when I was part of a yacht  crew sailing from Portsmouth to Southampton and on to Cowes on the Isle of Wight. This was in April of 2019, I packed all sorts of layers to keep me warm as well as causal clothing. I believe I used all of my layers as we experienced such a wide variety of weather over the 3 days of sailing. The first day as we went down to the harbour mouth out from port Solent we had major wind coming at us from straight south so I used my layers to keep warm. however others on board didn’t bring all the required layers so my preparation helped them out as I shared my unused layers to help keep them warm. As we left the harbour and went around the south coast the weather cooled down and the wind died as we went into the Solent meaning I could removed layers making me more comfortable. Whilst we were sleeping on anchor just offshore from Cowes one of the younger crew felt very cold so we had to wake up the first mate who thought they were in the early stages of hypothermia (NHS,2020). There for to combat this we started to use layers to help warm them up gradually as recommended by the RYA first aid course (RYA, 2017). This preparation from my prior occasions has helped me to understand the importance of clothing and preparing for any weather conditions.

Overall with Kolb’s theory I see how it works with everyday life as well as outdoor activities and I would say I agree with its use of doing to promote learning, I feel that if we could use this more in the national curriculum it would benefit the future generations and help make the UK a more hands on practical place compared to the more laid back and technology driven generation that’s being made now. I agree with Kolb and the learning cycle as I can say I’ve experienced it and I would say it’s helped me with my preparation within the outdoors in many ways however learning about the right clothes to ware and bring is the most used by me personally and would say has been the most benefit Ik on how to read the conditions and what to ware and bring related to this. 
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