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Critically review the effect of digital/mobile technology and social media upon outdoor learning.
This essay will critically review the effects of technology and social media upon participant learning. It will examine the history of outdoor education, its facilitation style, and the rationale underpinning outdoor education as a means of therapy and development for youth. Then, contrasting these historic perspectives with contemporary ones, to see the different troubles children may have been facing such as cyber bullying in contemporary times, and if outdoor education can help with this through therapeutic adventure and adventure therapy. Whilst covering these topics there will be a common link with technology and how it can influence children in both positive and negative ways; following this, suggestions in which a facilitator/instructor can use or combat the usage of technology within their programs will be presented.
Referring to the 1944 Education Act, outdoor education was set out to enhance ‘character’, ‘fitness for war’ and to reduce ‘juvenile delinquency’ (Cook, 1999); this idea was to make a fitter and more amenable country ready to fight overseas, whilst still training in an engaging means. Freeman and Seaman (2020) also support this by adding groups like Scouts and Guides putting them in the ‘context of nationalism and militarism’. To further this, the creation of the Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme which established four key sections: rescue and public service training, the expedition, pursuits and projects and fitness. This was to create a structure for those children who left school at 15 but could not join National Service until 18 (The Royal Household, 2024). This award was created by Kurt Hahn, who was also the mind behind the Outward-Bound centers and other related schools; his pedagogical principles were to physically challenge individuals to overcome adversity and become resilient, moral, and independent individuals (Wallis & Walker, 2018). These programs welcomed youth who would be deemed ’at risk’ in a contemporary context. Programs were developed around the vision of ‘character training’, where the leaders would subject the participants to the dangers of the mountains and sea (Freeman, 2011). These programs were aimed at young people coming out of the military who often turned to a life of crime, realising, they did not have a purpose in society. These programs where an early form of adventure therapy, however, around the 1960s, with the abolishment of national service and a shift of perspectives of what ‘men’ should look like, the focus of delivery became more therapeutic to combat juvenile delinquency. A change in language came about, moving away from ‘character training’ to ‘self-discovery’ and personal growth’ (Freeman, 2011). 
In the present day, Wales has updated its curriculum for Wales for Health and Wellbeing, where outdoor education and adventure education are a central part to create a healthy and more prosperous Wales. The curriculum suggests that teachers use a range of different techniques, such as group work and individual work, to help develop reliance and empathy so that social influences can be evaluated (Welsh Government, 2019). The Welsh Government also suggests that technology should be managed and not banned, they promote technology as a tool and to teach how to use it and interpret social norms and influences, in relation to social norms in relation to technology. This open discussion within schools can improve children’s risk analysis and reliance towards situations (Welsh Government, 2022).
It is argued that children are becoming less resilient, less physically literate and less confident and are now being called ‘cotton wool kids’ (McBurnie, 2014). Some of the reasons of this is that human beings now predominately live in a post-digital age, where mobile phones and social media is part of our culture, and not something that is new or abnormal (Reed, 2020). So, the question can be posed: Is outdoor education falling behind the new digital era, or should outdoor education stay as a purer, naturalistic pedagogical principle, as was presented post-war? Hills and Thomas (2021) believe that technology can both enhance and detract from outdoor learning; however, what does not change is that outdoor programs require a purpose and an outcome that the facilitator will work towards (Hills, et al., 2023). Many outdoor facilitators believe that excluding technology will make individuals more connected and present in their surroundings and focused on the activity at-hand; however, excluding technology can be detrimental to participant learning, as personal phones are now relied upon for usages such as: personal, medical, educational, and logistical reasons (Hills & Glyn, 2020). Without this technology present, this can detract an individual from their experience, as individuals may be waiting to re-connect with their digital world (Hills & Glyn, 2020).
Kirk (2021) states that the increase of social media usage by children has seen the same increase in mental health issues. Hollis, et al., (2020) adds to this by commenting that the digital era has been deemed by many as a double-edged sword, it has given the opportunity for learning, development, and personal growth. However, these very same qualities can be at the detriment of technology, as it is an unregulated, unconstrained portable device that can access many materials and content via the press of a screen (Hollis, et al., 2020). This has led to children and adults encountering mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression (Karim, et al., 2020). Possible risks that children are facing from social media include, cyber bullying, mis-advertisement, and fake news these can lead to social norms being changed such as body image and behavioral trends (Bozzola, et al., 2022), but where the reality is that social media is a barrier shielding reality. So as a provider of outdoor education should we be providing a break, a cleanse from the digital world or are we too deep in the post digital era to change our digital habits?
With many children living in an age of precarity, where through an economic imbalance starting in a 2008 global recession, where families were living from pay-check to pay-check, and then the COVID-19 pandemic making this crisis more defined, children saw the instability upon employment and stress. This has caused an increase in mental health problems (Kirk, 2021: Public Health England 2013). This precarity has caused children to use technology as a barrier or a distraction away from what is happening around themselves. This high phone consciousness (meaning the amount one may think about their phone) that this state of precarity has caused, can decrease learning and memory recall (Tanil & Yong, 2020): however, learning in the outdoors can enhance learning and memory recall (Waite, 2007). This also fits with past literature about the six declines of society created by Kurt Hahn, one of them being ‘the decline of memory and imagination’. Hahn put this down to the ‘increased pace of life’ due to the post war struggles, now we can compare this to precarity that COVID-19 caused. As a result of this youth do not have time to reflect and that people needed loneliness or boredom to create imagination; he suggests solo expeditions are useful when developing self-reflection (Richards, 1999). Comparing this to current times with the added distraction of technology and the age of precarity we live in (Kirk, 2021), there can often be little time for individuals to spend time with their own thoughts without, technology interfering and entertaining us. 
Our sense of place is how we feel and connect to places around us, such as ‘memories, events, ideas, feelings and meaning[s] associate with those experiences’ (Williams, 2018, p. 14). Unfortunately, children have been becoming less connected to nature over the past 50 years because of technology developing, it has made a distraction where children are choosing to stay indoors rather than go out exploring (Bragg, et al., 2013). With the increase of phones and social media, there has been a rise of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) with a study suggesting that high frequency of screen time can increase ADHD development by 10% in teenagers (McCarthy, 2018; Smith, 2019). Now studies have shown that the outdoors can help attention performance for those who have ADHD (Taylor & Kue, 2009); with the increase of ADHD diagnoses should society be looking to combat potential causes, like the increase of technology and social media?
Public Health England (2013) state that over 70% of children do not take part in the recommended level of one hour of physical activity a day, as a result of children preferring to spend time on their phones and technology, than spending time outdoors playing this can cause sedentary behavior that can lead to obesity and poor mental health (World Health Organization, 2020). One of the causes of this could be a decrease in children finding a sense of place within their local environment. Outdoor education programs can help develop this feeling of place. Baker (2005, p. 267) suggests programs consisting of the ‘landfulness’ framework, which includes ‘being deeply aware’, ‘interpreting land history’, ‘sensing place in the present’ and ‘connecting to home’ can enhance the facilitation of sessions for outdoor educators. However, within adventure programs, educators need to be careful to not make the environment and landscape become just a backdrop, but instead something that the participants can relate to (Baker, 2005). Technology could provide a service in this situation with the capabilities of a camera to record experiences, that can be reviewed and reflected afterwards; in an educational setting it can provide an engaging and informative assessment (Welsh Government, 2019; Hodges, 2023), to show knowledge and understanding. For example, creating a video about the geology of a coastline, whilst participating in a rock-climbing activity. This can provide a sense of place, as participants are connecting with the environment through the activity, whilst putting previous gained knowledge from the classroom to interpret land history (Hodges, 2023).
Through COVID-19 there was an increase of precarity and people struggling with their mental health; however, studies have suggested that people became closer to nature and spent more time noticing their immediate environment; this was apparent through an influx of photographs and videos appearing on social media platforms as there was an increase of hyper-networking (Reed, 2020; Bozzola, et al., 2022). People were sharing the nature they had seen in their local neighborhoods (Lemmey, 2020). This has shown that through the post-digital era, humans have developed a new way of communicating and socialising and this is through technology. Expanding on this, outdoor educators are now using technology to provide a focused observation of nature and to use it to record and later reflect upon (Hills, et al., 2023)
Technology can also be a vital resource for instructors to plan a safe and achievable activity that will achieve group or individual goals. For example, researching the weather before venturing out into the hills. This process is recommended to start days before, to gather a clearer picture of what can change, this is easily achieved using online weather forecasts (Mountain Training, 2024). Having this prior knowledge enables the instructor to make better informed decisions about risk and the aims of the day. For the instructor, technology can also enhance their professional image by creating a social media profile. Using advertisement on social media they can reach a large audience, in the UK alone 84.4% of the population is on social media (Statista, 2023). With many taught or instructed experiences they can be viewed via social media platforms; this offers up the question of where the outdoor industry would be without technology?
Technology can also open opportunities for inclusion, technologies such as immersion and sensory rooms. Immersive and sensory rooms can deliver a multi-sensory experience that can benefit those of all levels of leaning abilities and physical abilities to open up their sense to places they may not of had the opportunity otherwise (All Office, 2024). This technology provides a safe, controllable space that provides sensory stimulation for those who have conditions such as autism, ADHD and sensory processing disorder, this technology encourages individuals to explore senses in a non-demanding manner (Inclusiveteach, 2023). However, this technology requires a lot of investment to be able to install in a school and takes specialist investment however it can provide individuals who may not have the opportunity to go in a perceived natural/wild environment to experience something that they wouldn’t have anyways. This immersion technology has also shown that it increases interdependence with nature this would mean that participants would gain further sense of place and better ecological behavior, all this happening in an immersive room where its open to all and not potentially destroying the environment (Sneed, et al., 2020).
Adventure therapy, according to Gillis and Ringer (1999, p.29) ‘is the deliberate, strategic combination [of] adventure activities with therapeutic change [process] with the goal of making lasting changes in the lives of participants’ furthermore, Newes and Bandoroff (2006) describes it as ‘experiencing substantial growth’. It is apparent that through the model of the outward bound process developed by Walsh and Golins (1976) (Appendix 1), it shows a path to overcome individual’s perceived limitations and to help them grow their sense of self (Gass, et al., 2020). But other models developed in recent times, like the Outdoor Mental Health Intervention Model (Richards, et al., 2020) (Appendix 2) shows the different levels of therapy that combine an instructor's competence and therapeutic competence; this combination can go from low (self-led experience) to high (integrated outdoor therapy). This is a moving scale, so participants can undertake both self-led and professionally led therapy. Combing this to the Outward Bound process model, with its teaching of independence through reflection processes, this can create a more independent and resilient individual, ready to be able to cope with possible challenges that are faced via social media outlets. 
Youth at risk is often described as youth who are out of traditional educational systems or working and social life norms; this could be because of violence, drug abuse, exclusion and poverty that may increase the likelihood of ill health, poverty, and criminality in later life (Folleso, 2015). Adventure therapy is becoming an increasingly popular way to provide interventions for children deemed at risk. Roberts, et al (2016, p. 125) comment that the wilderness has restorative properties that ‘foster personal, social and emotional growth including significant changes in self-esteem, self-efficiency, confidence, behavior and decision making’. Adventure based programs for youth at risk my fit better for some than traditional therapy session, especially those who have ADHD will benefit with more active therapy rather than traditional 50min time slots indoors however there are some limitation for example it requires the participant to be open, attentive and ready to be verbal to a therapist fairly quick however it shows results quick and opens more opportunities for the participants to learn or show more self-led therapy (Davis-Berman & Berman, 1999).
After critically analysing the effects upon mobile technology and social media influence upon participant learning, it has showed that technology is part of our culture and an extension upon ourselves, so it would be hasty to say ban technology within outdoor education and adventure education. However instructors who are facilitating programs should control the use of mobile technology as it is noted that it decreases memory retention, focus retention and imagination therefor it has created a new generation where ADHD is prevalent (McCarthy, 2018), but with the use of outdoor programs it can increase productivity and imagination with added benefits of increasing a sense of place that enhances mental health and environmental appreciation (Williams, 2018). But for some the outdoors is unreachable, for example people with more complex physical or mental disabilities, this is where virtual reality and immersion rooms are a valuable resource to increase a feeling of sense of place (Sneed, et al., 2020). For youth deemed at risk, adventure therapy can build confidence, self-belief and increase self-discovery opportunities (Roberts, et al., 2016). This way of therapy was first recognised post war by Kurt Hahn where they introduced it, as ‘character development’ (Freeman, 2011) but over the years and the corporation of new models, programs have been created to help youth who may find themselves in a pit, with social media influencing actions and thoughts that are to the detriment of their mental health (Bozzola, et al., 2022). 
Within my own practice, technology is going to be utilised within the planning of the execution in regard to weather and route planning, however the participants will be strongly encouraged to keep their phones in their bag to facilitate a break from the media, unless they want to make a reflective film or used plant recognition software to identify plants.
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Appendix 2: shows the Outdoor Mental Health Interventions Model
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