Critically review the effect of digital/mobile technology and social media upon outdoor learning

This essay will assess the compatibility of digital and mobile technology, and social media, with outdoor learning. It will offer a critical analysis, presenting contrasting ideas that form a well-balanced debate. It will consider the history of outdoor education and how it has been used as a tool to address societal concerns with young people. The essay will consider youth at risk (YAR) and how they access outdoor adventure education and adventure therapy (AT). A conclusion will draw the points raised together to offer a summary of the essay.
[bookmark: _Int_nwX4DBG8]The term ‘Outdoor education’ (OE) came into common use in the 1890s and was driven by the relationship between “physical fitness” and “character” (Cook, 2000, p14). These, Cook (2000) explains, are the early developments of OE, which paved the way for pioneers such as Baden Powell and Kurt Hahn, who both created institutions still relevant in present times. Whilst Powell’s ‘Scout Association’, as it has since become known, was imperialistic in its outlook, effectively preparing its members for service in the impending war (scouts.org, 2023), Hahn’s ‘Outward Bound Organisation’, ‘Gordonstoun’, and the ‘Duke of Edinburgh Award’ all delivered outdoor, experiential education which aimed to promote self-discovery, resilience, and self-discipline (Quay, 2012). Hahn’s values have remained a cornerstone of the outdoor pedagogy (Learning and Teaching Scotland, 20210). The 1944 Education Act made it mandatory for local authorities to provide facilities for “recreational, social and cultural activities and emphasised the educational benefits for young people from the towns taking part in residential experiences in the countryside” (Cooper, 2018). This meant that school students had ‘free at the point of use’ access to residential and field study centres, allowing them to take part in regular outdoor and experiential education (Jones, 2016). However, the introduction of the curriculum in 1988 meant that more teaching time was required, and less time could be spent outside or accessing these local authority provisions (Cooper, 2018). There were also changes in the structure of education funding, with schools became responsible for their own spending, meaning that many of these local authority centres had to adapt and become more competitive and business focused to attract custom (Muskett, 2019). With austerity and further cuts to local authority funding post-2010, council run outdoor centres have faced further financial hardships, which has led to the closure of many, with some being sold to private enterprise (Hayes, 2016). 
Menzies (2017) attributes these factors to a decrease in school access to OE centres for residential trips. He explains how this is also proportionate to wealth, with schools from poorer areas with more children from disadvantaged or impoverished backgrounds less likely to access this kind of provision. Schools pass on costs to parents (Muskett, 2019), which means that these residential trips are exclusive to those whose families that can afford them, with many poorer children missing out (Lee-Potter, 2017). As a result, only 21% of the school aged population are involved in a residential trip each year (Menzies, 2017). 61% of teachers are less likely to organise a school trip than they were five years ago (Cooper, 2022), showing further barriers to pupil access to OE centres. This may also suggest that Menzies’ (2017) figures are outdated and that even less school students are accessing residential education trips, showing further the disconnect between mainstream and alternative educational institutions.
The seemingly exclusive nature of outdoor residential trips arguably restricts access for impoverished students mentioned above, who are considered YAR (Etzion and Romi, 2015). As of 2022, there were 4.2 million children living in poverty in the UK (Francis-Devine, 2023). Research shows how YAR can benefit from outdoor and adventurous experiences. Ungar, Dumond, and MacDonald (2005) state some of the benefits associated with adventurous activities for at-risk children, including “enhanced self-esteem, self-efficacy, coping, competence and decreased delinquency, suicidality, and violence”. Kirk (2021) explains how austerity and the underfunding of public services has brought many families into a state of “precarity”. This, he describes, is:
[bookmark: _Int_2G9vnCZS][bookmark: _Int_xBjBanBx]“a concept that links work practices often associated with the so-called ‘gig economy’ of zero hours and rolling short-term contracts with poor health and wellbeing among workers and their families. While precarity often involves poverty and multiple-disadvantages among particular groups in societies, it is not limited to these populations and is increasingly affecting disparate groups who are becoming members of...” “...the Precariat, a ‘new dangerous’ social class.” 
This is means that security, health, life satisfaction, and the likelihood of positive outcomes in life and work amongst those in poverty are becoming less certain (Stuckler et.al, 2017). Resilience and self-belief stem from overcoming adversity that has positive outcomes (Manning and Bouchard, 2020). These characteristics are linked to an individual’s health and societal outcomes. Through access to outdoor adventure education, at-risk children in the school system could have life-changing experiences (Cottrell and Cottrell, 2020) that could, in time, help alleviate them from poverty and break the generational repetition of class inequality. This is because learning outdoors can improve academic attainment, creativity, organisational skills, and behaviour (Kahn, McGeown, and Bell, 2019), which suggests that OE can link directly to self-acceptance, self-awareness and self-respect (Klussman et.al, 2022), and all are indicators of positive or improved outcomes (Orth and Robins, 2014). It appears that political decisions have led to the dismantling of accessible OE provision, meaning that many school children at risk of poverty are no longer able to engage in activities that can positively impact a life-course and the wider community. It could be argued that the decline in OE provision has contributed to this socio-economic climate, as opportunities have been restricted and which has created a stagnating, unimaginative, and disinterested workforce (Stojcic, Hashi, and Orlic, 2018; Blundell, Crawford, and Jin, 2014) that are ill-equipped with the intrapersonal tools to become socially mobile and improve their outcomes.
However, whilst school engagement in residential and OE has decreased, at-risk youths can access other forms of outdoor activities, with different purposes, through a range of other institutions. AT is one of these and is defined as “as programs or services that utilise outdoor activities and experiential learning exercises to help participants to deal with their psychological problems” (Harper, Fernee, and Gabrielsen, 2021). Newes and Bandoroff (2004) explain that AT “lends itself well to multimodal treatment and can be utilised as an intervention independent from other treatments or as an adjunct to other well-established treatments”. This means that it can be used as a direct means of therapy or can be tied in with other forms in creating a less direct approach to patient treatment. This form of therapy is prescribed by the NHS and other organisations across the UK and is also offered privately by independent providers (england.nhs.uk, n.d). 
This is different to therapeutic adventure which, as Richards, Hardie, and Anderson (2020) explain, is the provision of outdoor experiences with immersive benefits, but without direct therapy. Instead, the aims of these sessions are to provide therapeutic benefits. This may be through activities such as cold-water immersion or forest bathing. However, Newes and Bandoroff (2004) describe therapeutic adventure as another term that might be used to describe AT, showing that the lines are somewhat blurred with regards to these two terms.
[bookmark: _Int_3kiLS2eD]In the UK, there has been an increase in patient referrals to therapy by the NHS. Between 2019 and 2021, the number of children referred grew by 15%, reaching 1.025 million (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2022; UNICEF, 2023). Wang, Geng, & Rodríguez-Casallas (2021) explain how “mobile phone overuse was linked with lower subjective well-being, psychological well-being and mindfulness”, and that this is reducing people’s contact with nature. Louv (2013) introduces the “nature deficit disorder” in his book ‘last child in the woods’. Kuo (2013) defines this as the “deprivation of contact with nature” which “leaves us vulnerable to a wide range of negative health outcomes”. Louv (2013) explains how mobile technology is causing nature deficit disorder and how this is negatively affecting people’s mental health. This could account for a proportion of the surge in mental health referrals in the NHS, as children are spending more time using technology and less time outdoors playing and engaging with nature (The People and Nature Survey for England: Children's Survey, 2021). Technology could therefore be a contributing factor to the growing number of at-risk children. AT has the potential to reconnect young people with nature, who have become disassociated with it as lives become more sedentary and technology focused, (Fang et.al, 2021; Roberts, Hinds, and Camic, 2019) causing depression and other mental illnesses (Huang et.al, 2020).
However, technology has become a fundamental component of modern life (Marston and Musselwhite, 2021). The wider outdoor industry has embraced this like all other sectors. Groves and Varley (2020) explain that there are a “range of training programmes and technologies” available to outdoor practitioners, showing how resources have become digitalised. These include a breadth of weather reports, online mapping systems, learning resources, and wide-reaching social media platforms that can be utilised for self-promotion and advertising (Groves and Varley, 2020; Rutkofske, Pavlis, and Ramirez, 2022; Çakiroğlu, Atabay, and Aydin, 2020). This shows how technology has become a fundamental cornerstone of outdoor activity provision. These advances in technology have also helped promote safer practice, as more accurate weather reports, avalanche information, and access to CPD-focused online training have become more accessible to providers (Groves and Varley, 2020). This shows how digitalising information and improvements in technology have helped the outdoor adventure industry become more legitimate, and therefore accountable, as risks can be mitigated and justified against a breadth of accessible information not previously available. 
Much of this information is available to the wider public too, allowing them to make their own decisions to mitigate personal risk. GPS devices and digital mapping systems such as the Ordnance Survey app and Strava allow the public to access data about a range of areas that they previously would have required individual maps or local knowledge to access safely (Katapally, Bhawra, and Patel, 2020). There are also ‘identifying’ apps which allow users to learn and develop knowledge of different nature topics, such as flora and fauna (van Kraalingen, 2021). Technology has therefore become a useful educational tool to outdoor learning, offering opportunities for self-education which can help reconnect people with nature. As discussed, reconnection with nature can promote a person’s wider well-being, showing the versatility of nature-based engagement and learning in enriching lives.
However, engaging in the natural world is seen by many as an opportunity to ‘switch off’ from the digital pressures of modern life (van Kraalingen et.al, 2022). Removing, or not introducing, technology in outdoor learning settings would allow individuals to develop a greater ‘sense of place’. This, Hills, Kraalingen and Thomas (2023) explain, is a fundamental aspect of outdoor learning, especially in adventure contexts, as there is a greater importance of a person being engaged and “present” in an activity for it to have intrinsic value. Cooley, Burns, and Cumming (2016) attribute these feelings to self-determination theory, where a person feeling autonomous and self-reliant can lead them to “optimal growth, social development, and personal well-being". Having technology as a “distraction”, Hills, Kraalingen and Thomas (2023) argue, diminishes this connectedness with the environment, activity, and the self, devaluing the experiential, real-world aspects of the activity. There are also concerns around over-reliance on technology, which are voiced by Ewert and Sibthorp (2014). They explain how some individuals see technology as a layer of protection, which can lead to complacency. They further this by explaining how wider sharing of information has led to more access of remote and inhospitable areas, where people may ‘run out of skill’ and find themselves in dangerous or emergency situations where swift rescue is difficult. Accessing good quality OE and guided days could redress some of these issues around technology use that face the wider outdoor community.
This extends to AT and YAR, as discussed earlier. With an ever-growing, dangerous, presence of digital media and technology in children’s lives, it is important that there is provision that can allow for real-world interactions with the self and others. YAR, may struggle with confidence, trust, and resilience (Ungar, 2004), and AT can help participants thrive, learn and develop new skills that can help them overcome these challenges (Bown, Neill, and Crisp, 2016). As discussed above, creating environments where participants can grow in confidence and ability can re-shape lives and help children at-risk reimagine their potential and reframe narratives that may be having negative effects on their lives (Joye and Dewitte, 2018). Technology, it can be argued, removes the authenticity, connectedness, and intrinsic value of these experiences. Introducing or allowing technology could make the experience far less immersive and wouldn’t offer the participant respite from screens and the digital world (Hills, Kraalingen and Thomas, 2023).
It is important to consider an alternative, mediating argument, which suggests that technology can facilitate certain aspects of outdoor learning and therapy, such as the reflective process. This is an essential element of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (1984), a cornerstone of OE practice. Having technology available to document reflections post-session may help practitioners keep records of progress and attainment, which can be used to further justify the growing outdoor therapy sector. Removing technology completely may make the participants feel like they are detached from the self, which undermines the arguments made above. Hutchinson (2019) explains how people’s social media and wider online presence is becoming a deep-rooted part of the self and feeds into their own, and society’s, perceptions of their identity. Chan (2022) describes this as the “digitalised self”. Rodríguez-García, Moreno-Guerrero, and Belmonte (2020) explain how individuals are becoming ever-more fearful and angst-ridden of being without their phone, as it is becoming an ever-growing element of their being. In terms of adventure education and therapy, where ‘challenge by choice’ (Chase, 2014) and Maslow’s ‘hierarchy of needs’ (Yu, 2022) are foundational pillars, it is important that the individual has the option to access their mobile devices. Creating further anxiety or discomfort in restricting access to these devices would arguably be counterproductive to the overall aims of the intervention. Instead, practitioners should look to incorporate this element into sessions, giving the students the opportunity to ‘check in’ with their phones, which is proven to improve well-being (Bailey et.al, 2020) but also to engage in the session. Offering further ideas to the suggestion above, a practitioner may choose to ‘enhance’ their session using technology by introducing games or competitions, perhaps using ‘identifier’ apps or the inbuilt cameras on mobile phones. In educational settings, this could add a digital edge to OE, which may make it appear more relevant in a post-digital age (Jukes and Lynch, 2023).
An inclusive form of immersive therapy is becoming more prevalent due to enhancements in virtual reality technology. This can be used to deliver a range of therapies, including cognitive behavioural and trauma therapy (Kothgassner et.al, 2021). It can be used to simulate situations that can help ease anxiety around certain social situations, such as being in public places such as on a bus or in a shop (Wu et.al, 2021). It can be used in AT to visually and audibly recreate natural places that can allow people to feel like they are accessing these areas without needing to travel to them (Abdullah et.al, 2021). This means that people can access wild and beautiful environments in a virtual format, potentially requiring less travel, and the virtual reality suite may be more accessible to those with additional needs or disabilities. Conducting therapy in this way allows the therapist to construct a ‘perfect’ environment, adding and removing features as required, creating bespoke ‘places’ to conduct sessions (Abdullah et.al, 2021). This is not feasible in ‘real-world’ therapy, as therapists have very little control over external stimuli in specific environments. This offers a potentially safer and tighter controlled mode of delivery which may be suited to those who are very anxious or are easily triggered by uncertainty (Fodor et.al, 2018).

To conclude, this essay has assessed some of the barriers to a growing YAR in accessing OE. It has gone on to critically address the use of mobile and digital technology in these outdoor settings, as well as in personal outdoor activities, considering how in a post-digital world, technology could be seen as both a barrier and an enabler. A fundamental aspect of people’s lives and identities, it is important not to discount these devices, as self-determination theory states that for a person to holistically engage in an activity, they must feel that their whole self is included and respected for it to hold intrinsic value. This essay has looked to offer a critical balance, whereby this technology is available and used, but in a manged way that still promotes the wider ideals of ‘sense of place’ and experiential learning theories.
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