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

Within this essay I will critically review the effects of digital/mobile technology and social media upon outdoor learning. Firstly, the Welsh Government classify outdoor learning as “serving holistic educational needs such as health and wellbeing of both learners and teachers.” (2023, p. 7). Learning outdoors and being exposed to nature goes beyond classroom-based learning for children and young people, serving as a form of therapy or used for therapeutic outcomes (Louve, 2009, p. 13; Kraalingen, 2021, p. 214). Furthermore, outdoor learning and exposure to nature can be used to address young people at risk and thus a form of therapy, this is evident in programmes such as Afon Goch – a children’s home that uses experiential learning in the outdoors for youth at risk – “Experiential learning, leading to personal development encourages young people to understand physical and social boundaries and subsequently become risk aware rather than risk adverse.” (Afon Goch, 2021). Additionally, outdoor learning and exposure to nature also serve as a method of enhancing therapeutic outcomes for young people and those at risk. For example, green spaces have been encouraged within urban settings to ensure easy and quick access to ‘green exercise’ for those at risk of poor mental health due to lack of exposure to the natural environment. According to Rogerson et al, exercising in a green space (green exercise) will enhance health benefits by improving mental health and wellbeing as well as physical benefits (2020, p. 35). The term Biophilia is a hypothesis described by as an “inherent inclination to affiliate with Nature… Biophilia implies affection for plants and other living things.” (Grinde and Patil, 2009). This is evident from a study by MIND, where “green exercise therapy may prove to be an even more effective treatment response than exercise” (Bragg, Wood, and Barton, 2013, p. 14). This hypothesis can justify the need for green spaces that will enable people to access the benefits of green exercise and outdoor learning. 
With this being said, digital/mobile technology and social media have had a great impact on outdoor learning. Historically, it has been described as a ‘double edged sword’ (Cuthbertson, Socha and Potter, 2004), meaning it has both negative and positive effects upon outdoor learning practices. The extent of which technology has been integrated into outdoor learning practices is relatively short, however it is growing at a rapid pace, allowing for advancements (Ewert, 2014, p. 175). Beams states: “Indeed, it is remarkable how technology, which underpins advances in social media, is so profoundly integrated into many people’s adventure practices” (2019, p. 80), suggesting that the pace of which it’s growing within the outdoor industry is allowing for both negative and positive outcomes for both practitioners and participants of outdoor learning. 
[bookmark: _Hlk157676293]The authenticity of outdoor learning is challenged when digital/mobile technology is introduced into practice (Bolligera et al, 2021, p. 53). Meaning, connectivity to the natural environment may be lost through virtual alternatives (Hills and Thomas, 2019, p. 1). Contradictory, Kraalingen suggests that technology “has the potential to foster meaningful, situated, personal and collaborative learning outside the classroom” (2023, p. 214), however ensuring that it isn’t being used as the main focus point in facilitating these learning outcomes. OAE programmes such as the John Muirs award is an example of a program that use digital/mobile technology and social media within their learning environment but ensures that it isn’t the main focus of learning. It is evident that the process begins online within their websites and social media account, here instruction and progression are documented, and learning will be done outdoors (John Muirs Trust, 2022). 
When considering young people and children who are encouraged to participate in outdoor learning, we must consider the term ‘postdigitial’, a concept Reed relates to outdoor experiential education (OEE). Reed explores the argument of looking beyond ‘technology. To be, or not to be?’ and suggests that the presence of social networking (social media) is and will continue to influence young people’s experience within OEE due to the world they’ve been exposed to, considering influences such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Reed, 2021, p. 30). Additionally, Reed suggests that “phones took photos, social media offered a space to share and reminisce” (2021, p. 30), meaning digital/mobile technology and social media can be used as a means to practice experiential learning – enabling a space to share and reminisce. This is evident within Bolligera et al study: “82.2% of instructors thought it was appropriate for students to use their smartphones to take pictures; this item had the highest mean.” (2021, p. 57). 
With this being said, Previous studies of technology and social media’s effect upon outdoor learning have not treated this concept with much consideration and view technology and social media as a distraction that impacts presence in the outdoors (Midgley, 2014, p. 4). Subsequently, Hills, Kraalingen, and Thomas argue that taking pictures and posting on social media pre, during and post outdoor learning has the potential to ‘steal’ attention and presence in outdoor education learning (2023, p. 4). In regard to outdoor adventure education (OAE) programs such as The Duke of Edinburgh Award - a program which enables young people access to outdoor learning independently across the nation (DOFE, 2018); the presence of digital/mobile devices and social media may detract from being fully immersed in the outdoors and act as a distraction rather than a learning tool. Mutz, Müller & Göring argues that these OAE programmes should be a space in which the youth can ‘escape’ from digital/mobile technology and social media, acting as a break from normal life - the mediatized and sedentary life of which the use of technology and social media encourages (2018, p. 62-63). The Outward-Bound Trust (an OAE program) recognises the impact of networked spaces and technological connectivity on young people, such as development of identity and relationship building. However, they believe the learning outcomes and benefits of OAE programs are “characterised by a general disconnection from technology” (Outward Bound, 2023). Thus, it can be argued that identity creation in present times is heavily influenced by digital/mobile technology and social media and therefore to extract it from pedagogical practice may have implication to youth at risk who depend on social networking as a form of feeling ‘known’ (MacIsaac, Kelly & Gray, 2018, p. 830-831). Consequently, if youth solely interacts online rather than in a physical space, they are at risk of struggling with identity creation and how they fit into society (Hodkinson, 2017, p. 278). Therefore, in regard to OAE programs, they offer a balance in which a physical space is offered to allow exploration of identity and building relationships with appreciation that young people may want to share these experiences via social networking sites (social media). 
The use of digital/mobile technology allows for practitioners to access this information in the most efficient way which enables them to facilitate the participants outdoor learning to the highest standard (Martin and Wagstraff, 2012, p. 146). Additionally, this applies for novices and youth who are navigating the technicalities of outdoor adventure and seek information that will assist them to ensure their safety (Bolliger et al, 2020, p. 54). Social media, being an advancement of technology within the outdoors, is increasing easier access to locate outdoor learning adventure services. (Beams, 2019, p. 80- 82). Mackenzie et al highlight within their study that although digital/mobile technology and social media has caused disengagements from nature to urban youth (youth at risk), it can also be used as a tool to increase engagement as a means to communicate with the youth using their “preferred message” (2017, p. 145). Revisiting Reed’s discussion on the effect of ‘Post-digitial’ on Outdoor learning, it is important to consider integrating the use of technology and social media into pedagogical practices as a means of adapting to the post-digital world (2022, p. 7). Subsequently, as practitioners operating within the field of outdoor learning it is important to recognise the impact of networked environments upon relationships and communities and how this will affect outdoor education and learning (Reed, Kraalingen & Hills, 2022, p. 2). Therefore, facilitating learning within the outdoors begins to look different for practitioners as we attempt to utilise the use of technology and social media for personal practices and as a method of enhancing learning without losing connectedness to nature (Kärki et al, 2018, p. 260-261; Bolliger and Shepherd, 2017, p. 191)
From a practitioner’s perspective, gaining quick and simple access to information regarding weather conditions, transportation and access, comfort, safety, communication, and participants (Ewert and Sibthorp, 2014, p. 168-169); ensures efficiency as a practitioner and the safety of the participant. For example, the participant can be informed of pre-activity information such as correct equipment and clothing and weather conditions. Considering the use of digital weather information (such as apps and websites), arguably it depends on the competency of the leader as to how often they check the weather before taking people out and indeed how they decided if it is safe to take people out.  This is significant especially out in a mountain walking environment for example, where weather conditions are changeable throughout the day. (Barton, 2007, p. 29-30). Arguably all advice from technology must be considered in terms of the risk to participants as the primary focus of an adventure leader must be a duty of care (Attarian, 2012, p. 19). It is evident that qualified Mountain Leader (ML) should be able to “Interpret and use reliable sources of weather information” and “Have a basic understanding of Mountain Rescue and how it is organised.” (Mountain Training, 2022, p. 19-23), both of which require some form of technology to access. This suggests that to ensure the safety of both the practitioner and the participant, the use of technology is required, thus emphasising on the efficiency on technology within the practice of outdoor learning in the natural environment (Humberstone, Prince and Henderson, 2017, p. 451-454). Nevertheless, it can also be argued that a practitioner should hold inherent knowledge of weather and safety procedures rather than fully relying on the use of digital/mobile technology for information, such as local knowledge and decision-making skills (Hickman and Stokes, 2015, p. 63-64). Therefore, to ensure the success and safety of outdoor learning the practitioner should consider a balance of utilizing technology and inherent skill and knowledge as a competent leader. 
In terms of maintaining connectedness with the participant and the outdoors, practicing pedagogy that ensures authenticity of outdoor learning is important. For example, the use of social media to promote outdoor adventure and learning may create a fabricated version in which youth and novices may perceive inaccurately (Arts et al, 2021, p. 55). This may be done to achieve ‘cultural kudos’ (Beams, 2019, p. 94) that places youth at risk due to expectations not being met and thus a negative perception of the outdoor experience (Lekies, Yost and Rode, 2015, p. 8). Furthermore, it is suggested that there is risk that follow from those who promote the outdoors inaccurately, evident in an article by The Great Outdoors magazine highlighting “Risk-Taking Guides Stirring up a Social Media Storm” (Chiara, 2019). Chiara explores the dangers of sharing and promoting risky behaviour within social media platforms as an attempt to gain recognition and to grow personal branding. Subsequently, Beams recognises that this behaviour will create a less hazardous perception of the outdoors for less experienced practitioners due to the “‘presence of others’ afforded through social media” (2017, p. 82). Conversely, Arts et al suggests that social media and ‘proper use of mobile technology’ can lead to “encouraged measurement, control and the elimination of risks, leading participants to focus on what we call the optimisation of experiences” (2021, p. 62). 
To avoid and prevent risk within outdoor learning due to lack of skill and knowledge regarding the natural environment, virtual adventure experiences become an alternative in which digital/mobile technology and social media enables. These alternative experiences may appear in the form of technology that enable virtual reality such as video games (Beams, 2017, p. 81). Upon revisiting Hills and Thomas’ argument on whether virtual alternatives to outdoor learning impacts its authenticity, I agree that full authenticity can’t be achieved without being fully immersed in the natural environment (2019, p. 1-13). However, rather an alternative, virtual outdoor experiences are an effective space in which participants can experience the benefits of the natural environment without being exposed to risk and with easier access (Browning et al, 2020, p. 11). Alternative virtual experience also encourages different methods of accessing the outdoors which in turn, indirectly maintains the natural environment. 
It is evident that the integration of technology and social media within the outdoors has impacted the environment. Martin and Wagstaff highlight the impact of technological advancements upon the ‘wilderness experience’, stating “Advances in technologies of resource extraction, communication, energy generation, travel, agriculture, and development will increase the pressure to open more of the landscape to high-impact, instrumental uses.” (2012, p.159). Suggesting these technological advancements will encourage overcrowding and degradation to the environment. Additionally, Mrjoian explores the impact of social media upon the environment and issues with over-crowding within an article from The Guardian, stating: “The idea, we are told, is environmentally motivated “Viral hikes” can lead to trail overcrowding and disruptions in small towns.” (2022). The long-lasting and immediate effects of overcrowding may have an impact on the therapeutic element of outdoor learning and exploration. Conversely, whilst it is important to acknowledge the challenges of technological advancements it is also important to recognise the opportunities for environmental awareness that may derive from the use of technology and social media within outdoor learning. For example, this is evident in Reed’s research. Reed discusses his experience observing a campfire activity with a group of young people. During the activity there is a discussion on ‘Minecraft’, a video game which replicates a virtual reality of nature based and survival (bushcraft) activities. Majority of the children related the physical activity of using flint and steal with the actions within the video game, thus leading to enhanced learning from existing knowledge of how to complete the activity (Reed, 2022, p. 6). Additionally, from a similar personal experience in which I instructed and led a campfire activity, similar themes to Reed’s experience arose. Revisiting Browning et al’s research on virtual reality’s (VR) possibility of providing emotional well-being benefits (2020, p. 1), I concur that this is accurate as I can recognise the health and learning benefits of VR and interpretate it within authentic outdoor learning. 
To conclude, Revisiting the term post-digital will enable us as practitioners to understand why adapting to the use of technology and social media within outdoor learning is an efficient way to move forward within pedagogical practice (Kraalingen et al, 2022, p. 11). Whilst campfire activities may not look the same as they did in the pre-digital world due to the inherent urge to document the experience via digital/mobile technology to later post and share upon social media platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat, to name but a few (Reed, 2022, p. 6-7). We must learn to understand and relate to the intent behind such behaviours. With specific recognition to Reed’s research, we can form an updated perspective of how educational engagement with nature may be addressed in the post-digital world and thus an advancement upon experiential learning. For example, documentation of outdoor experience via taking pictures and videos allows a space to reflect and revisit – ‘so I can look back at this in the future and remember the heat of the free and taste of my marshmallows’ (Reed, 2022, p. 6). Nevertheless, it’s important to address the balance that is essential in maintaining immersion and attention to nature amongst the younger generation and youth at risk to instil connectedness with nature. Thus, forming the want and need to continue to learn outdoors and gain the beneficial outcomes. As an aspiring practitioner, I hope to address this balance within my teachings to ensure post-digital considerations and the authenticity of outdoor learning, doing so by encouraging the use of digital/mobile technology and social media within moderation and reason. 
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