Supposedly, a picture is worth a thousand words. In the album created to share our captured memories, there are close to three thousand photographs. While three million words far exceeds the number of words in the English language, I’m not sure that those three million words can begin to describe the impact that outdoor education has on the human thought process, development, and mentality. I have no doubt that the three weeks I spent in Wales has changed my life and will continue to alter my future in ways that I never would have expected. 
I have studied thirteen years in the American public school system and one year at Hobart and William Smith. I only spent three weeks in Wales. Every single “lesson” in Wales undoubtedly changed me.  In my previous educational experiences, I have always been fond of the material. I am eager to learn and received strong grades. However, until college, no course challenged my thought process or showed me things I couldn’t just find in a textbook. As early as elementary school, I was trying to find ways to immerse myself in my education outside of school by doing activities that couldn’t be offered in a public-school classroom of thirty-five young children. When learning about the Revolutionary War or Civil War, I made my father bring me to the homes of founding fathers or battlefields. Subconsciously, I think I have always found that immersive education is much more beneficial. When I began studying biology in college, for the first time I was participating in highly advanced experimental learning. I think that this was the main thing that drove me to pursue this degree. However, even in these labs that I adored, outcomes were still very predictable. In outdoor education, nothing is predictable. This uncertainty forced me to intake information from my surroundings constantly. Typically, I find myself drifting in and out of lessons, unable to hold concentration for extended periods. In the outdoors, I noticed my thoughts almost never wandered to the other topics that I often find myself pondering in class. Full presence was ultimately so beneficial because it exponentially increased the amount I learned and took from this experience. No matter what the “lesson” may be, an outdoor environment naturally facilitates experiential learning.
One of the significant lessons I learned followed Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle. In this cycle, there are four steps. First, is concrete experience: a learner’s first encounter with the lesson, heavily based in emotions and immediate response. Next, is reflective observation: a still highly emotional, formulation of thoughts on the concrete experience. After, is abstract conceptualization: the learner takes a logical approach to understand the concrete experience, connect to previous experiences, and begins to solve the issue. Finally, is active experimentation. Here, the learner attempts new approaches to go about scenarios like the concrete experience. 
The strongest realization I had on this trip was that I previously had little self-trust. In fact, I trusted nothing, including the equipment, terrain, and my groupmates. I had already started to realize this in previous activities, but I had one major concrete experience when rock climbing on Holy Head Mountain. At the beginning of the trip, I wouldn’t even have considered rock climbing. I thought I would sit out because it didn’t feel like a challenge by choice (Rhonke 2000). I was fully convinced that I would be incapable due to my failure the last time I attempted indoor rock climbing when I was eight. After my success on the Gower Peninsula, I attempted to go into this activity with an open mindset, but I still doubted I’d get anywhere far. Although it was very slow, I made it to the top. Getting belayed down was not one of my finest moments. I had no faith in the equipment or in Sophie, my belayer. My screams could be heard across the island. Thankfully, Sophie was patient and skilled. Much to my surprise, I did make it out alive. 
My reflective observation began almost immediately as I felt stable ground under my feet again. Once I was safe, I started questioning why I ever even doubted the secure equipment and the capabilities of my peers. I also started thinking about how the equipment was never really even used. During my ascent, I never slipped. On my way down, I was supposed to lean into the equipment, but I bared very little weight on the rope, climbing down instead. I also realized that I never even felt panicked when I was on the cliff. Climbing wasn’t some deep fear I had that couldn’t be controlled; I realized that my dramatics solely came from mistrust. 
Once this problem was identified, my abstract conceptualization began. I realized that I had always associated self-confidence and self-trust to be the same thing. I had confidence that I would be able to participate in all the activities. However, I was constantly waiting for my body to fail. On downhills I would walk much slower than necessary, fearing that my ankles would give. When climbing on the Gower Peninsula, I was nervous that the rocks were going to tear the soles of my shoes. For every activity, I traced my weaknesses back to illogical self-mistrust. That night in my bivy, I had an epiphany of sorts. I realized that I am capable of challenging things. Every single activity we participated in, I was fully capable of doing. Every time, mistrust prevented this, causing me to struggle. My conceptualization ventured beyond my experiences in Wales. I realized that mistrust was something always present, but I rarely struggled with before because I have always gravitated towards subjects, sports, and activities where I excelled. I think adjusting to being the most amateur in the group was highly beneficial because I was forced to work harder to learn and rise to the same level of experience as my peers. Due to the environment I was raised in, I spent little time immersed in nature. My inexperience clearly facilitated the bizarre doubts that restrained me but ultimately gave me the most profound lesson of my life. 
When I came to terms with this, I was ready to begin active experimentation. The next day we were scrambling. My realization of the previous night pushed my typical doubts away and I was able to fully focus on the activity.  Even just 24 hours before, I would have viewed scrambling as misadventure (Mortlock 1984), but I felt at ease and confident. Every step I took was with trust and intention. I knew that my body was fully capable of mastering these obstacles. That was my most successful day on the trip. I genuinely felt proud of myself: an emotion that I had never really felt before.  
Learning is quite remarkable. I truly feel that I have cycled through all stages of learning. But, as I continue to develop and immerse myself in experiences comparable to this programme, I know that I am going to reflect on my time in Wales as just a concrete experience. The journey that I took discovering self-trust was a mere concrete experience. Through an open mind, I simply experimented with trusting my body and mind for the first time. I have been thoroughly  reflecting on my adventures and how they are helping to shape me as a person. This assignment has forced me even deeper into the Reflective Observation stage. I’m not sure how long I will remain in this stage, but I believe I am already cycling into the Abstract Conceptualization stage. I am shifting from the strong emotional aspect and beginning to ponder the more logistical side of the impacts of this trip. I am starting to connect my most influential moments and activities from this programme to other similar times where I have overcome struggles to trust my abilities. I’m having a lot of trouble connecting this to other life experiences, so this step has become more reflective on how I am going to proceed with this new self-knowledge. I think that my active experimentation is going to continue to pan out in different environments throughout my life. This August, I will be a leader for the HWS orientation adventure program. I know that I will continue to discover more about trusting myself through whatever group and adventure I may lead. However, I also know that my active experimentation is going to extend to aspects of my life that aren’t related to outdoor adventure. This spring, I developed an idea for a new form of cancer treatment. I discussed my thoughts with professors, and they agreed that it sounded highly successful. However, I planned on taking no immediate action to produce these ideas. However, I am trying to build self-trust in other fields by promoting the same mentality that I discovered in Wales: I am capable of difficult things. I have done in depth research and am very confident in the ideas, but I think that experimenting with my self-trust was the final push I needed to commit to my developments. Beyond these short-term plans, I know that this Kolb cycle will continue for years to come. 
Before coming to Wales, I was told that this would be an absolutely life changing experience. I’m not a reflective person who looks for the deeper meaning in things, so I ignored these comments. I came to Wales expecting to go on an amazing hiking trip. Outdoor education, without a doubt, changed me as a person. Experiential learning is so significant because it shapes each person according to their personalities and interests. I will forever treasure my memories of Wales, the incredible people I met, and the lessons that shaped me. 
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