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In John Dewey’s book, Experience and Education, he makes the claim that progressive education is more democratic and humane than traditional education, referring specifically to student experience in learning.[footnoteRef:1] The traditional style of education consists of memorization, tests and more rigid learning activities typically practiced in a classroom or lecture hall. While many educational institutes follow this form of learning, it tends to be stale and not stimulating for students as they are forced to memorize and regurgitate information. The progressive learning approach Dewey argues for, or more simply put as learning by doing, suggests that students learn as a result of their personal experiences and interactions followed by critical reflection of each experience. The progressive learning style takes a more democratic approach by focusing on the use of activities that relate to the student’s interests, further stimulating their learning. This style of learning places more value on experience than the traditional style and it is critical that progressive educators act as a guide or facilitator to their students through their experiences, encouraging them to think for themselves. By creating this progressive approach to learning, Dewey argues that education should not simply involve the memorization of forgettable facts, but instead a cultivation of experiences where students actively learn from each experience to then apply it and create further experiences.  [1:  Top of Form
Dewey, John. 1938. Experience and education. New York: Macmillan.
Bottom of Form
] 

Looking back on my journey in Wales, I find it easy to apply Dewey’s theory of experiential learning to not only the importance of the experience itself in my own learning, but also in the importance of the role of the educator as well. In my personal experience I can apply the progressive education theory to the three major hikes we went on while in Wales, Pen Y Fan, Cadair Idris, and Mt. Snowdon. The first hike, Pen Y Fan, proved to be a difficult hike for me as it was the longest and tallest climb I had made up to that date. Throughout this experience I can recall thinking to myself if this is the smallest of the three mountains I was to climb in our short three-week period abroad, I was in for a real challenge ahead. However, in the days following the climb up Pen Y Fan I was able to learn from my experience on the mountain which allowed me to better prepare myself, mentally and physically, for the next big journey up Cadair Idris. The climb up Cadair Idris offered new challenges that we had not faced at Pen Y Fan such as the tougher weather, higher elevation and limited visibility which allowed me to build off my previous high-altitude experience. Each of these hiking experiences then led us to our final high-altitude climb, Mt. Snowdon, the tallest peak in Wales and England. While it may have been the longest and tallest hike on the trip, for me it ended up being the easiest to traverse thanks to the two previous adventures that I now had as a reference point. Like what Dewey preaches, by learning from my “cultivation of experiences”, I found myself able to hike Mt. Snowdon with much greater ease than the two peaks that came before it.
In experiential learning, sometimes it is not just the experience itself that creates the most growth in a student, but also the influence the educator has on the experience. This theory became apparent to me on the second week of our trip while we were in Snowdonia. After spending about a week and a half with our instructors Tomo, Jon, Ed and Jack, we traveled to an old slate mine where we were led by a not so favorable instructor. This instructor took a much more institutional approach to our time in the mine, feeding us with mindless information and hustling us along through the dark mine shaft. Up to this point we had been led by instructors who embodied the progressive education approach, acting as facilitators and guides through our outdoor experiences. I can recall our day in the Gower when I think everyone was faced with fear as we scrambled down “Death Valley” to reach our climbing destination. While our instructors were there to make sure we were safe and didn’t die, they allowed us to problem solve on our own throughout the journey. It was in this moment that I realized the importance of not only teachers that are passionate and driven by their work, but also the importance of independence in experiential learning to learn from yourself and grow through each experience. 
In another theory of experiential learning, pioneer educational theorist David Kolb introduced a four staged learning cycle consisting of concrete experience, reflexive observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. Kolb’s learning cycle “provides theoretical argument of independent learning, learning by doing, work-based learning, and problem-based learning” that students and teachers can use alike to realize themselves and identify their learning and teaching styles.[footnoteRef:2] It is important to note that while Kolb’s learning cycle can be entered at any point it must be followed in order after entering. In my personal experience with Kolb’s learning cycle, I entered at stage one during our hike up Cadair Idris. In this first stage, concrete experience, the goal is to simply be an active participant and do the task at hand. The task was to make an 893 meter climb up the second tallest mountain in Wales, carrying forty-to-fifty-pound rucksacks and successfully set up tents on the summit to camp in overnight. This was my first experience hiking with a large pack, so my goal was as simple as the first stage in Kolb’s cycle, just do it. After reaching the summit, setting up the tents in high-speed winds and rain, and finally changing out of my soaking wet clothes, I was finally able to enter the second stage of Kolb’s cycle, reflexive observation. Standing in the shelter and later lying in the tent before falling asleep I returned to the beginning of the task and reflected on the hike we had just made. In doing so I made note of what I could have done differently and what I could learn from my experience, like bringing rain pants for the next hike, which I will admit were highly recommended. This reflection then streamlined me into the third phase of Kolb’s learning cycle, abstract conceptualization where I considered what I might to solve the problems I experienced throughout the journey. As we hiked back down Cadair Idris the next morning I asked myself critical questions like “did I pack too much in my overnight bag? Could I have gotten away with carrying less weight? Did I do what I needed to before the hike to prepare myself for the conditions and the stay overnight?” By asking myself these questions in my conceptualization of the previous experience I was then prepared to enter stage four of Kolb’s learning cycle, active experimentation. In planning for our final hike on Mt. Snowdon I used my reflection on the trip up Cadair Idris to improve my experience this time by making sure I was properly equipped and limiting my backpack to only the bare essentials necessary to complete the climb.  [2:  Kolb, D.A. (1984) Experiential Learning: Experience as the source of all learning and development, London: Prentice-Hall] 

One final experiential learning theory I applied while in Wales was Colin Mortlock’s theory of “The Adventure Alternative”. This theory is more focused on strictly outdoor education, defining the four stages of adventure Mortlock calls the “adventure states”.[footnoteRef:3] The four stages Mortlock describes include play, where the task at hand is relatively easy, adventure, where the task is enjoyable but easily controllable, frontier adventure, a peak experience where the task is challenging, and finally misadventure, an experience that results in negative emotions and possible injury. While in Wales I would classify almost all of my experiences in the adventure or frontier adventure states, however it was interesting to see how each of my classmates responded differently to each experience. For example, the day we spent on Holy Head Mountain climbing and rappelling for the first time my experience hovered between adventure and frontier adventure. Yet, whether it was a bad past experience or an immense fear of heights (Maddie), some of the members of the group were nearing the point of misadventure. That day on Holy Head I realized how important it was to realize what state of adventure I was in but also to recognize that others may be in a completely different state. From that day forward I made it a point for the rest of the trip that if I recognized I was in a comfortable state of adventure but one of my group members wasn’t it would be my job to help calm them down and push them to their limits to complete the task at hand. Looking back and applying the experiential learning theories we learned in the spring to the experiences I had the past three weeks has allowed me to understand the importance of progressive and experiential learning in life. Through hands on experience with facilitators who allow you to shape your experience to what you want it to be I found that this abroad trip to Wales has opened my eyes to a new way of learning and has blessed me with memories that I will carry with me for a lifetime.  [3:  Mortlock, C. (1987) The Adventure Alternative, Cumbria: Cicerone Press] 

