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With reference to Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 1984), discuss how your own experience of environmental conditions has developed your understanding of preparing to safely participate in outdoor adventures. [1500 words]


Adventure to me, is defined as a process of learning and developing - from learning how to adapt to unexpected circumstances to the development of new skills, and through my experience often has an overarching theme of self discovery. 

Learning, in itself, is defined as “the acquisition of knowledge or skills through experience, study or teaching” (Oxford English Dictionary) which correlates with my own experience of learning - both in the outdoors and as a creative student and freelancer. Many of the skills I have now have been developed through nothing more than making mistakes and learning from them for future adventures. 

However, until studying Ecology of adventure as a part of my degree, I had not put much conscious thought in to the environmental conditions when exploring the outdoors, something which, upon reflection, has been a mistake which negatively impact my previous outdoor activities.

The ways in which new knowledge is obtained can be analysed further through experimental learning theories, such as Kolb’s “Experimental Learning Theory” This theory defines four stages of learning from experience, each of which can provide an insight to the ways in which I can learn from experiences and become a more safely prepared participant within nature. Kolb’s theory has four separate stages, each of which define a specific methodic approach that I must take in order to learn from my experiences in the outdoors
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(Image - Kolb's Learning Styles and Experiential Learning Cycle, 2017 - SimplyPsychology.org)

As Kolb’s learning cycle features four stages, I will divide my own experiences in to the stages and illustrate how my own experience of environmental conditions has developed my understanding to safety participate in outdoor adventures.

Concrete Experience:

The first stage of Kolb’s cycle is a concrete experience. This is a situation in which I, as a learner, am exposed to a new task or a new way of carrying out a project that I haven’t experienced before (Skills Hub, 2020.) Concrete experiences can range from completely new activities to familiar experiences with varying circumstances. The latter of these two options applies to my own experiences more than the other ways in which a concrete experience can be undertaken. I have had many experiences in the past that I could consider to be ‘concrete experiences’ in the context of Kolb’s cycle, such as a recent expedition I undertook to summit the Sugar Loaf in Abergavenny, in which I made what I now believe to be a concrete experience through my poor planning on the day of the climb. Beginning at 9:00 AM, I was aware of the weather forecast for the day, and had almost all the equipment necessary for every weather event, even those which were not forecast. Assuming I had planned to perfection for the climb, my backpack contained the vast selection of clothes, enough food for the day and my camera equipment packed inside. However I made a mistake in my planning by forgetting to bring my water backpack, and underestimating how much water would be necessary for the climb throughout the day. As a result, less than two hours in to the climb I ran out of water, by assuming I had packed more than was the case and not rationing it effectively. As a result of this, the experience I had in finishing the climb and return deteriorated drastically over time. My motivation for the climb had been lost, and I was not committed to capturing the experience as best I could.


Reflective Observation:

Reflective observation occurs after having a new experience, and involves thought on previous approaches to develop a strategy for easier success the next time an activity is undertaken (Norwich University, 2017.) Looking back at the expedition a few days after I completed it, I was able to undertake effective reflective observation on my decision making and draw a few conclusions from the experience. My lapse in judgement in regard to the quantity of water I needed to take had developed in to an issue that negatively impacted my enjoyment of the entire experience. It was an issue that was compounded by my apprehensive packing of clothing and camera gear, which led to my bag being heavier than it should have been, which led to me requiring more effort to climb, making me more thirsty throughout the day, and leading to a minor state of exhaustion by the end. If I had checked exactly how much water I had with me, I could have limited my consumption of it at the beginning, allowing me to enjoy the climb and appreciate the scenery to a better extent. Thankfully, my planning for the weather meant I was more than prepared for any changes in the environmental conditions, which is something that didn’t worsen the issues caused by my lack of water, and my preparation of other areas was without fault.


Abstract Conceptualisation:
Abstract conceptualisation is a process of taking my reflections from the reflective observation stage and developing my own plan for a new approach, and a way that I can improve on my preparation for outdoor adventures and experiences by planning for every past mistake I have made. From my reflection upon the expedition, I was able to deduce that in order to get the most out of my experience, I need to take more than enough water, instead of more than enough clothing or camera equipment. As the human body is 60% water, and even small amounts of exercise can lower the quantity of water in your body (REI Co-op, 2020) I need to ensure the correct amount of water is available per hour to be consumed, otherwise I will have learned nothing from my concrete experience. This is a lesson that, although painful to learn in my initial experience, is one that I should have foreseen before my initial climb. On average, a person requires 1L of water per hour when walking uphill (REI Co-op, 2020) so this was a good reference for how much I will need to take in the future.


Active Experimentation:
Active Experimentation involves testing new approaches that I have developed through the reflective observation stage of Kolb’s learning theory, in a way that combines my experience, reflection and conceptualisation in to practise. This is a way of testing if my hypothesis, which I created through my personal experience, is valid in a structured experiment (Norwich University, 2017.) By combining my reflective observation in which I evaluated my mistakes, my abstract conceptualisation and the contained research, I was able to put a reliable plan in to place, that based the quantity of water I will take with me on evidence of the time it takes to walk the distance, and consuming 1L of water per hour. I was also able to rely upon a single 500ml water bottle at the bottom of my bag as a reserve for emergencies, should I need to help another person with staying hydrated along the way, or if I should run out or lose my main supply of water. Additionally, I invested in a portable water filtration device, so that I would be able to acquire more water along the way should it be necessary. By combining these stages of Kolb’s experimental learning theory, I was able to learn from my mistakes, and create a plan for every expedition that encapsulates my initial mistakes in a new, consistent plan that I have followed ever since.

My own experience of adapting to environmental conditions, through my personal photography adventures, has successfully developed my own understanding of planning future events in the outdoors through my past mistakes in regard to my plan for water intake. By analysing my experience in the context of Kolb’s experimental learning cycle, I can clearly evaluate how I was able to adapt to my situation despite the mistakes that were made on my initial journey. The initial event was a true concrete experience, as it made me reflect upon what went wrong and why. In conclusion, the mistakes I made on my first solo adventure, despite being serious misjudgements, have taught me to prioritise my packing order in accordance of necessity rather than convenience. Had I not made this mistake, I would not have learned such a valuable lesson that will hugely influence my kit decisions going in to the future.
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