





The 1st annual symposium on Education, Adventure, Technology, and Ecology and the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015.



Given the stated goals of The Well-being of Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015 are to build a nation which is:

Resilient: 
A nation which maintains and enhances a biodiverse natural environment with healthy functioning ecosystems that support social, economic and ecological resilience and the capacity to adapt to change (for example climate change).

Prosperous:
An innovative, productive and low carbon society which recognises the limits of the global environment and therefore uses resources efficiently and proportionately (including acting on climate change).

Healthier:
A society in which people’s physical and mental well-being is maximised and in which choices and behaviours that benefit future health are understood. (Welsh Government, 2015)

And in light of the Future Generations Report 2025, which states:

Cymru is one of the most nature depleted countries on Earth: 1 in 6 species in Wales are at risk of extinction, including the Atlantic salmon and curlew.

And the key findings of the report:

There is no statutory target for nature recovery in Wales which means it is not given sufficient priority by public sector organisations.

Climate resilience, nature recovery and decarbonisation are not at the centre of decisions about land and marine use, but they should be.

Which have led to the recommendation that:

Welsh Government should introduce a headline statutory target for nature's recovery by 2050 in primary legislation by 2026, with further targets reflecting the Global Biodiversity Framework in secondary legislation, a clear plan of action and long-term funding arrangements. (Welsh Government, 2025)

We are in a unique position as educators, facilitators, adventurers and environmentalists to affect positive change, and to help achieve these goals and subsequent recommendations – indeed it is our statutory duty to do so.  We are here to reflect and discuss the role outdoor education (OE) or outdoor adventurous education (OAE), can play in promoting pro-environmental behaviour and ecological understanding, and to examine what place, if any, technology can, or should, play in this. Whilst we are looking at this in the specific context of Cymru, we can be informed and inspired by what is happening elsewhere in the world, and hopefully provide inspiration to other nations, other sectors and individuals across the globe. 

Our speakers are:

Alex Melhuish, an experience outdoor activity guide, who has worked all over the world, leading expeditions, running outdoor activity centres and training outdoor instructors. Alex is in total opposition to the use of modern technology & digital media in outdoor adventure education; he will argue that it is our duty to provide a tech free space, and that this is more important than ever. 

James O’Brien is in total acceptance of the use of technology and continuously uses them in practice - apps, OS maps, livestreams, google classroom and much more. James comes from an education background, rather than an adventure or ecology one, will argue that is essential to remain current and up to date with technology and its uses.  

Anna Rafferty finds herself in between both arguments and uses some modern technology & digital media within outdoor adventure education. Anna is from New Zealand and brings a different perspective, drawing on the Māori traditions of her homeland (though not herself from that tradition), and she also works predominantly with older people in the outdoors, so is able to bring a different insight into how the outdoors can be used. 


I will hand you over now to our first speaker, Alex Melhuish.

Good afternoon, thank you for inviting me to speak on this topic. Let me start by saying, although I am a strong proponent of instructor led outdoor adventurous activities, I do not see the instructor as a sorcerer, weaving magic upon the participants (Lynch & Moore, 2004). Firstly, what is the point of outdoor education? As an outdoor educator and instructor, with a career spanning 5 decades, I have seen many changes in the world of OE, and many attempts to define it, to give it a structure and meaning, but none have really stuck, perhaps because the very nature of OE is itself constantly in a state of flux, its definition is open to ongoing reinterpretation (Brown & Beames, 2017). Perhaps it is for each practitioner and participant to define themselves, on their own terms. Why is this important? Well, how we define a thing affects how we interpret it, and what boundaries and limits we place on it. In relation to technology then, for me, as I have seen its use spread further and further into our domain, I have become more and more convinced of the need for us to carve out a tech free space. The question of whether modern technology and digital media can be used, even effectively used, in OE is not the point – I have no doubt there are many and varied uses (Garden, 2022; Livingston, 2022), and I’m sure my fellow speakers will allude to some of them; the question for me, is, should we use them?

If we are intending to provide an adventurous experience, which for me, can be distilled down to doing something with an unknown or uncertain outcome (Mortlock, 1973), with an element of risk (Hopkins & Putnam, 2013), then for me, the risk for young people, in fact for all ages, is to try and be without their device, to disconnect from their network. That is as scary and challenging for some people as white water or an exposed ridge. If we think having adventures in the outdoors can provide opportunities for people to develop a growth mindset, (O’Brien & Lomas, 2017) and to increase their environmental awareness and senses of connectedness to nature (van Heezik et.al, 2021), then we must realise that perhaps the biggest opportunity it affords us now, is the opportunity to unplug our connected self and rediscover our authentic, natural self. As out screen dependence deepens and worsens, the outdoors can be a respite (Priest, 2024). When else can you find the space to not look at your phone, for kids not to have their phone pinging constantly with notifications and updates. As Michael Mutz (2018) has argued, by interrupting daily routines that revolve around (passive) media consumption, an outdoor adventure enables youths to experience a different lifestyle – active, healthy and wholesome. Ironically, I would argue, that as providers and facilitators of outdoor experiences, we should not only be looking to provide moments of wonder (Schinkel, 2017) and adventure, but also moments of ‘boredom’. Of course, slowly walking through the woods, or sitting quietly in a field can be anything but boring – if you know how to do it. These are the skills we need to impart to future generations, to foster the ecological awareness that will allow them to make the changes necessary to fight the crises we are already engulfed in.


Thank you, Alex, I will now hand over to our second speaker, James O’Brien.

Thank you for inviting me to speak here today, and thanks to my esteemed colleague for his insights and thoughts on this nebulous topic. As you can probably imagine, my position is somewhat different, and I would like to share with you some of the many and varied ways technology and digital media have informed and enhanced my practice. It is my hope that you will come away from this realising that technology need not be seen as detrimental to OAE, rather, that at this point in time and history they are as relevant, useful and necessary as a rucksack, a compass or a pair of boots. Just as we no longer see OAE as necessarily character forming (Brookes, 2022), we need not see technology as character deforming. 

Let me begin then, by extolling the virtues of technology, and break down its uses into five key areas. Firstly, and perhaps most obviously, is navigation and mapping. GPS devices & smartphone apps (e.g., Komoot, AllTrails, OS Locate) can be used to help participants learn navigation, map reading skills, and route planning. Just as a traditional approach would encourage learning to map read and navigate using natural features, the skill of using a GPS enabled smart phone is as important, probably easier to learn, and far less likely to go wrong. These apps and devices can aid in orienteering exercises and can enable participants to feel confident in their abilities, and safe enough to explore further afield than they would otherwise. As Woolley and Griffin found in their 2012 study into generational changes in how far children could roam from their house in their leisure time, this distance has decreased from six miles to only the street outside the house, in three generations. I would argue that, with the use of modern technology, and the ability to remain in contact and trackable at all times, children will start to see an increase in their freedom, thus affording them more time and space to be out, and in nature. 

Secondly, technology can be used for safety and communication satellite messengers (e.g., Garmin inReach, SPOT) allow communication in remote areas and emergency SOS features. The often-quoted problem with relying on technology is that the phone may die, and then what do you do? But modern technology has moved on – even in remote areas of the Scottish Highlands, a device like the Garmin inReach can enable communication. Likewise, PLBs (Personal Locator Beacons) can provide emergency signalling capabilities, providing the user with the confidence that they can be located if the worst happens. Thirdly, we can use modern technology for environmental monitoring. Weather apps (e.g., Windy, NOAA) can be used to teach students how to assess and prepare for weather conditions. You no longer have to peruse the surface pressure charts published by the Met Office and calculate the weather conditions based on the prevailing wind and they type of front coming in – you can use any number of apps and websites to give you a reliable and accurate forecast, even for remote locations. Drones can be used to monitor terrain, scout routes, and document environmental changes – all important ways of creating a sense of connection with a place. Indeed, I would argue that using modern technology to study and analyse an area, a route or a location can lead to a greater knowledge and sense of place than merely visiting it. Plant and animal identification apps (e.g. iNaturalist, eBird) can be used to learn about the nature and wildlife around us, without relying on an all-knowing guide, imparting their wisdom.

Fourthly, modern technology can be used for learning and developing new skills. Virtual Reality (VR) can be used to simulate outdoor scenarios for skill development and safety training – it can provide a safe environment in which to come to understand the risks inherent in some outdoor activities, for example kayaking and white-water rafting. The use of this kind of technology can help counter the lack of presence (Hills et al., 2023) some participants display when engaging in an activity outdoors and the environmental elements prove too distracting – too hot, too cold, too wet; or other factors such as fear, render the activity meaningless, even act in a detrimental way, putting people off the outdoors, and being in nature. For every adult who fondly remembers their residential trip away, there is another who remembers it with a cold shudder.  In my work, as a teacher who leads outdoor adventure activities, and runs schemes such as the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award, one of the most useful uses of technology is in the area of online learning modules. It is possible to teach first aid, survival skills and environmental science before trips and excursions, and learners can access the content in their own time, and at their own pace. Fifthly, and for me perhaps most usefully, is the use of tech in documentation and reflection. Action Cameras (e.g., GoPro) can be used to capture experiences for later reflection, analysis, or storytelling. 

Hopefully this brief overview of some of the uses of technology show that the old dichotomies of technology vs. the outdoors are no longer useful (Lynch & Thomas, 2024), and we must think about how we synthesise the two. Helping young people interpret and engage with nature is key to tackling the climate crisis, we need to look at the ways in which their online networked spaces can and do interact with their real-life nature interactions (Reed et al., 2024). Hopefully this goes someway to show how technology enhances, rather than detracts from the quality of any outdoor educational activity, and that through the use of tech, we can enhance environmental awareness, by allowing participants to connect their existing digital network to the great outdoors. The two things are to be seen as part of a whole, rather than two worlds at odds with each other. 

Thank you, James, I will now hand over to our third speaker, Anna Rafferty. 


Thank you for having me here today. When thinking about technology and its role in the outdoors, intentionality is the key for me. Not allowing technology, screen time and digital devices to override the purpose and intention of the session, but to aid it. The decision to include or exclude tech from a given activity is a difficult one, and it is hard to definitively ever say whether it was the right one (Hills & Thomas, 2021). I certainly agree with the first speaker that we must create and nurture a space where tech is forgotten about, even momentarily – as a reminder or a pointer to how things used to be and how they still can be. I do agree that tech can help nurture a sense of environmental connection, but I am wary of using this as the sole lens through which we now see adventure and nature. I also see a connect between mental health, ecological awareness and technology – as our use of tech has increased, our time spent outdoors, and our connection to nature has decreased: as our use of tech has increased, our mental health has declined – and yet, as we know, as our time in nature increases our mental health improves! (Birch et al., 2020) We must find a way of balancing these 3 elements, that have such an impact on our lives, and on the planet. I have learned from the Māori with whom I have worked, and their notion of Hauora, a worldview that emphasises the intricate and complex interactions between man and environment (Phillips et al., 2022). Importance is placed on mauriora – the flourishing wellness of our people and environment (ibid). In the same way that Aldo Leopold spoke of a land ethic, and his notion that a thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community, it is wrong if it tends otherwise (Leopold, 2017). The outdoors can also impact wellbeing and mental health in a broader sense, in the tradition of Arne Naes, I believe if we bring a deep ecological focus to our sessions and convey the sense that we are all knots in a biospheric web (Breivik, 2021), and that our interdependence should provoke us into action. 

Tech has become so deeply embedded in all our lives, particularly the younger generation of digital natives, and I agree that it is our duty to keep alive the analogue ways of being, and of interacting with the world around us. Does tech allow us to become more connected to our natural environment, or does it hold us at a slight remove – does it keep us from seeing and feeling with our senses and act as a barrier, albeit a seemingly thin one, a diaphanous veil that stops us from truly being in nature, from really experiencing, at first hand, and with our hands, the world around us. When we see things through a screen, do we connect with it more, or is there a dissonance there – does watching an iceberg melt on TV have the same impact as seeing it in the flesh? These are questions we must grapple with. Is being able to identify any bird song within earshot via an app hold any real quality of experience versus the hard-won knowledge of being out in the field, listening and observing, and perhaps also never quite knowing? This liminal state, of not quite being sure, but guessing, hypothesizing, wondering – being curious – is this lost when all the answers and information are available at our fingertips? Do we want to create all-knowing automatons, or curios, inquisitive learners, with a thirst for knowledge and a desire to investigate, explore and understand? When working with older generations, I agree with my colleague Mike Boyes (2012), who has said that it is a feature of this cohort that they value highly the environment in a micro and macro sense and develop feelings of guardianship that are indicative of proactive behaviour. This sense of guardianship is something we need to foster in the younger generations. I’m not sure the point of adventurous outdoor activities is to find answers, track data, collect information or measure quantifiable data. I think it might be more about finding out more about ourselves, and beyond counting our steps and heart rate, I’m not sure that technology can really help us with that aim – nature can, if we let it. 

Thank you all for taking part in this symposium, and for raising such a wide range of topics and sharing your varied views and opinions. In summary then, the key points raised were that the outdoors can be a tech free space, allowing for ‘breathing space’ from our connected, networked lives. But on the other hand, tech can enhance and engage, it can widen both the scope of our activities, and the inclusivity of our work. Our work in the outdoors, in whatever form it takes, and whether we use tech a little, a lot, or not at all, needs to be seen as part of a wider web, an ecosystem, in the vein of James Lovelock’s Gaia Theory – it is only by seeing this interconnectedness that we have a chance of effecting real change. 

From my own perspective, as a teacher trying to integrate outdoor adventurous activities and ecological awareness into my every day practice, I find that technology is a good way into the outdoors – the particular cohort I work with are seldom off their phones, so the best way for me to keep them engaged is to allow them to use their phones, and then try to steer their use of this technology towards the activity or the space we find ourselves involved in. Whether that be simply locating us on a map, checking the weather, plotting the route on an app like Strava, or, gamifying the outdoor experience using something like Geocaching. I find then, once the initial barrier has been broken down, that of actually getting outside, that the students are surprisingly engaged with what’s around them and are willing to ask questions or respond to prompts about nature and the outdoors. They will often ask if they can drink the water in any given stream or pond, and this can lead to a wide array of conversations about pollution, the water cycle, where our tap water comes from, farming, land use and many other topics. 


Plenty of research has been done into the mental health benefits of nature contact (Martin et.al 2016; Carpenter & Harper, 2020; Pirchio et al., 2021) and connectedness, and there is research into the negative effects of screen-time (Moreira, 2021; Lissak, 2018), but is all screen time equally bad? Is screen time with a purpose, with intention, the same as doom scrolling and endless messaging? This is an area I think could provide some interesting research – unless there is a fundamental sea change in how we allow young people access to devices (which may be possible, with the right legislation, but still seems like a pipedream at this point), then the screen time problem is not going to away, but perhaps we can steer it towards more productive ends. 

The future of OE, both for me, on a personal level, and in trends that are emerging, is to develop curricula that synthesise traditional learning modalities with OE – not OE as a separate entity; a week in forest school or an outdoor residential experience (as valuable as these are.) For me, the future lies in learning to be outdoors again, so we can learn outdoors (Hutson, 2023). The Nordic approach of Friluftsliv is far closer to this than our Victorian model of education, which has been broken for some time, and a new way forward must be found. This would make the outdoor educational experience more accessible to all, especially those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, who are less likely to access them. (Mutz, 2019) If we, as a country are looking to promote nature’s recovery, we need to do this outside, in nature! We can, and I would argue must, use technology to aid is in this goal – it would be counterproductive not to, and could risk the future of OE as a whole (North et al., 2023). 


Artificial Intelligence Statement:
I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this 
assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own 
work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I 
may be asked to provide in evidence.
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