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	The Effect of Digital/Mobile Technology and Social Media upon Outdoor Learning

This essay will critically review the effect of digital, mobile technology and social media on outdoor learning. It will cover a brief history of how technology has been used in the world before specifically covering outdoor adventure technology. Following this, it will discuss what technology is currently being used in the world today and what limitations these may have. After this, it will evaluate the authenticity of outdoor learning experiences and virtual reality and then consider what outdoor learning might look like in the post-digital world. Finally, this essay will conclude by considering what I have learnt throughout the course of this essay and how I will augment /adapt my practice in the outdoors.

Firstly, it is important to provide a definition of technology and to reflect on the ways in which technology has evolved through time. The Cambridge Dictionary (2023) provides a definition of technology as ‘the study and knowledge of practical, especially industrial, use of scientific discoveries’. New technology is relative to the time it was made (Adomovicious, et al., 2007) and because of this, technology can go back as far as mankind existed, constantly being used to make life as easy and efficient as possible (Woessner et al., 2021). A prime example of early technologies made by humans was in the stone age when people would make stone axes (Wadley, 2013). With specific reference to the outdoor industry, there has clearly been an evolution in the equipment we use now compared to the past. For example, normal hiking shoes were used before the advent of official climbing shoes and different-sized machine nuts were used as a form of traditional protection for climbing (Buckley, 2006; Erikson, 2022), all of which were far heavier and bulkier.

Mobile phones have been one of the biggest new technologies since their creation in the 1980s (Science Museum, 2018), to be followed shortly after by social media which was developed in the 1990s (Ortiz-Ospina, 2019) and was (and continues to be) one of the mobile phone’s biggest uses (Marketing Chart, 2021). Looking at social media in relation to the outdoor industry, they are both fairly new. However, it would have been newspapers and other journalism that could have been the social media of their time as it is a form of storytelling (Barnhurst and Nerone, 2003). Compared to today's social media, it has similarities to newspapers in sharing personal messages, news and ideas (Carr and Hayes, 2014).

The next section of the essay will show where and how different technologies and social media are used in outdoor learning today. ‘Many of today’s adventures are now mediated, or even simulated, by technological devices’ (Beames, Mackie and Atenicio, 2019, p. 81) such as being able to use your phone to find your location and look at maps (OSmaps, n.d.), guidebooks (Rockfax, n.d.) and plant identification (Pl@ntNet, 2022) amongst others.

Plant identification apps, some of which can be downloaded for free such as Pl@ntNet and iNaturalist (Edwards, 2019), can help assist outdoor learning. They can create opportunities for independent learning for participants by helping to identify different plant species that the instructor may/may not know. This removes a potential limitation for some instructors who do not know what type of species they are looking at. Obviously, there are limitations to apps like these regarding their accuracy (Otter, Mayer and Tomszewski, 2021) but with that taken into account, the apps still provide additional help to instructors and may result in the participants returning home having learnt more than they would have without the app.

Furthermore, apps such as OSmaps (n.d.) allow the user to pinpoint their location on a digital map, with other devices like GPS doing similar things. Having this function readily available can help participants and instructors alike with their navigation in addition to using a paper map and compass (Mountaineering Scotland, 2023). These skills are now part of the Mountain Leader training syllabus (Mountain Training, n.d.). It could really help participants that are learning how to navigate by using a map and compass for most of the journey until they reach their chosen destination. After, they can consult the app which, if in good enough service, will show them exactly where you are. If they are correct, they know that their navigation skills are working. If wrong, they still know where they are and can reflect on where they think they went wrong and not be lost in this new location. I recently tried this technique and found it very helpful to know that I was where I thought I was. 

For instructors, it can help take some pressure off both having to navigate and manage a group. Being able to still use the paper map and compass alongside a GPS will allow an instructor to pay more attention to their group, allowing them to learn more from what they are doing and ultimately take more from the session (Ulug, Ozden and Eryilmaz, 2011).

The ability to make emergency calls whilst taking part in outdoor adventures has become increasingly helpful and life-saving (Ewert and Sibthorp, 2014). Nowadays, phone service covers almost all areas of the UK (nperf, 2023), bar a few rural areas that have patchy coverage (Philip et al., 2017). If a group member becomes injured in the Brecon Beacons and instructors are unable to take them to a safe location where they can reach the appropriate help, they now have the ability to phone the emergency services who can contact a specialist team such as the Mountain Rescue (MREW, 2023) to provide help and get them off the hill.

In a study by Dixon (2022), it was found that in 2022, 4.59 billion people in the world used social media like Instagram, Facebook and TikTok. In this vast population, social media has become a very popular way for outdoor users to gain knowledge about different locations that they want to visit to take part in their activities (Mackenzie et al., 2017; Doyon, 2020). Social media can also be used to share experiences to make others want to have the same experience (Beames, Mackie and Atencio, 2019). Through this use, Wengel et al. (2022) provided examples of how two outdoor destinations in China became famous overnight due to TikTok. This shows how social media can easily boost the popularity of outdoor education/outdoor recreation locations if they becomes trendy.

This next section will discuss the fact that even though there are many benefits, as mentioned before, there are still limitations to technology. Firstly, it is a possibility that instructors and other leaders will not let their participants use the technology that they have due to the generational gaps that are in outdoor education. Leaders that were born in an older generation compared to their participants may not understand the benefits that digital technology can offer outdoor education (Reed, 2022). As a result of this can also create problems because technology cannot be taken away from participants in the world today as it is a part of their identity growing up in this era (Reed, 2021). This can be shown by the increased availability and affordability of phones and other digital technology (Hills and Thomas, 2019), enabling young people to gain easier access to technology with a study finding that most children own a phone by the age of seven (The Guardian, 2020). Young people now have a fear of not being able to have access to their phones (Reed, 2021) due to thinking that they are missing out on what is going on when they are not using them (Oberst et al., 2017).

Another problem is that if participants are given the option to use their phones during an outdoor education session, then it could create an easy distraction from what they are meant to be doing. Hills (2019) gives an example of a participant being given an iPad to help aid a session in identifying and photographing what they find. However, it is likely and easy that they can get more involved with what is on the screen than what is actually around them (Hills and Thomas, 2019). Furthermore, this then links to the fact that they are losing their sense of place and deeper connection with the environment around them. Therefore, they may not see the benefits (such as reduced stress and improved attention) of being outside than if they were fully engaged with what is around them (Grinde and Patil, 2009). If the students find it easier to be on their phones rather than socialising with others they may not derive the maximum benefit they could whilst attending a residential week of outdoor education (Mutz, Müller and Göring, 2018).

Finally, an over-reliance on technology can cause a loss of essential traditional skills such as being able to use a map and compass to navigate. For example, someone (who does not know how to navigate off a map and compass) may be out walking in the mountains using their phone to navigate. If their phone runs out of charge, low cloud has rolls in and they may not know how to get back to safety. They could be left in a very dangerous situation if they do not know how to navigate traditionally. Additionally, if the battery is used up, they no longer have the option to call the emergency services (Mountaineering Scotland, 2023). However, if they had used/known these traditional map reading skills, it would be unlikely that they got themselves into that situation and if it was to escalate into an emergency, they would have a phone to call the emergency services.

With the world ever-changing and technology continuing to develop, virtual reality (VR) could be beneficial for creating authentic outdoor learning experiences. First, it is good to define what an authentic outdoor experience is. Reed (2022, p. 13) describes it as ‘outdoor experiences that are pure, and which detach participants from the frenzied and hyperconnected realities of present society’ and that it can bring participants back to simply seeing, hearing, smelling, feeling, tasting and touching (Szczepanski, 2006). 

Now that an authentic experience has been defined, VR could be used in conjunction with or to aid outdoor learning. People who live in urban areas or do not have a high enough level of competence to take part in real outdoor activities may benefit from being able to use VR to visit and take part in such activities (Reed, 2021). VR would give them a completely safe space to try things they might not have thought possible before (Reed, 2022). Along with this, having these virtual exposures to nature may promote pro-environmental behaviour (Klein and Hilbig, 2018) and in this way, participants are therefore still learning even if they are in a VR world.

However, like most things, there are limitations to ideas like these and with something like outdoor education, where being outdoors can be of benefit in so many different ways (Grinde and Patil, 2009; Williams, 2019) from being physically outside, there are undoubtedly limitations. Many of these revolve around being present in a location and being around other people (in person) and not online (Arango, 2022). Additionally, the technology is not accessible for everyone; using something like a VR headset can have a very high price tag, making it hard for people with lower incomes to afford it (Arango, 2022). Finally, users of VR may gain a false sense of achievement with what they have been doing, thinking that the skills they have learnt in their VR worlds can correspond to the real world (Arango, 2022). For example, they may think they could do scrambling in North Wales from what they have learnt online, however, in the real environment it is very different with lots of different factors they have to think about.

This essay will now undertake a critical consideration of learning in the post-digital world.  Post-digital is a term that, as put by Cramer (2014, p. 12) is ‘a term that sucks, but is useful’ and means that ‘we no longer live in a society that has both digital and non-digital technology’ (Cramer, 2014; Reed, 2021, 14:58). It is argued that many items used today are post-digital because at some point, for example, a pad of paper, it may have been manufactured using digital technology (Reed, 2021). 

Therefore, if we are already in the post-digital era, how will this affect outdoor learning? In certain areas, we are in a post-digital world as most of the things we do in the outdoors, at some point, have been in contact with digital technology (Reed, 2021). For example, climbing equipment from the company DMM is produced using digital technologies (DMM Wales, 2021). Another example would be that when participants sign on to an outdoor learning session, most companies like them to complete a digital/online form before attending. This shows that digital technology can be found within the outdoor sector in different places. 

However, although this may suggest we are in the post-digital, Cramer (2014) argues that we have not reached that stage in the world yet because we have no clear end in sight for the advancement of technologies. Outdoor learning is still heavily based on traditional methods of teaching and instructing and still has many of the authentic qualities mentioned above (Szczepanski, 2006; Reed, 2022).

In this final section, I will discuss what I have learned through the course of this assessment and therefore how it will impact my own practice. Firstly, I would like to use OSmaps to help aid and provide safer learning if I were to be leading a group. Using a blend of this new technology and old technology could enhance their skills a lot as mentioned in a prior section of this essay. If done in a safe environment, the participants can also use this technique outside of the session enabling them to continue to develop their skills without the need for an instructor.

Another factor I would like to consider the use of YouTube or other sharing platforms that can allow areas to be researched before a visit enabling the viewer to visualise where they are going and to have an insight into what they are doing. This could be useful before taking a group to a location; a YouTube video of someone taking part in an activity at the same place could be sent out which would give the group a chance to have a better example of what they are doing. It can also provide improved safety for me personally when I go climbing, mountain biking or other activities. For example, when visiting Afan Forest Park to go mountain biking, I watched a few YouTube videos of the trails I wanted to ride. This gave me a better visual understanding of the riding that I would be doing and enabled me to see if the trails were suitable for my ability.

In conclusion, this essay has shown how even though the adoption of technology into the realm of outdoor adventure education is still relatively new, there has always been new technology that humans have had to adapt to. This essay has also discussed different ways that this technology can be used in outdoor learning such as plant identification, emergencies, location finding and how social media can give inspiration to its users. However, it has also shown some different limitations of these technologies such as generational differences, creating an easy way out for participants and over-reliance on technology causing a loss in traditional skills. Finally, the introduction of VR could be used as another way to involve people in outdoor education and give more opportunities to those who cannot afford or access outdoor spaces. Therefore, modern digital technology has a place in outdoor learning, however, it may need so more development but, it is necessary to combine this with old technology to significantly enhance outdoor learning.
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