2

A critical review on the effect of digital/mobile technology and social media upon outdoor learning

Digital
In Western parts of the world, digital gadgets are now ingrained in people’s daily routines and represent their way of life (Hine, 2015), so much so that scholars of sociology have noted that people currently live in a ‘digital society’ (Lupton, 2015, p. 2). Experiences in the outdoors happen as much in the new "virtual" era as they do in the proclaimed “stratosphere and blogosphere as they do in the biosphere” (Stinson, 2017).
This new digital form of wilderness exploration, or outdoor adventure in our instance, is comparable to the idea of "DigiPlace" (Zook & Graham, 2007). The outdoors as "DigiPlace" demonstrates shows information that is virtually available and how the concrete, physical environment come together to produce a living, fluid, and subjective location that is created by time, space, and information rather than a fixed setting for interaction. Put differently, "DigiPlace" stands for the simultaneous use of software (information) and ‘hardwhere’ (place) by an individual’ (Zook and Graham, 2007, p. 468). 
There remains a twofold nature-digital debate which dominates much of the current outdoor and nature-based research on electronic devices. On one hand new media technologies are seen as a disruptive force that increasingly distances humans from the natural environment (Pergams & Zaradic, 2008); on the other, through processes of access and enhanced learning it can be considered that they serve as a conduit or "go-between" to facilitate interactions between humans and nature (Leather & Gibson, 2019; Thomas & Munge, 2017).
Concurrently, the use of digital content in "cyberspace" modifies how people perceive the outdoors and the wilderness in the "real" physical world (Stinson, 2017). Thus, "DigiPlace" has the potential to change the nature of engaging in outdoor adventure activities, and social media affordances may democratise both the marketing of outdoor adventure and the outdoor adventure experience. This in turn can result in the propagation of miss-information or similar. 
One such instance is the process, known as self-presentation, of preparing and modifying oneself to leave a good impression on others (Goffman, 1959).  However, Lyu (2016) explains that some may have to do this by editing their "selfies" to fit in with social norms or improving the photos before posting them online. Self-objectification is another term for this behaviour, in which people view their looks as something that other people should judge. This occurs on social media through "likes," "shares," and encouraging responses from viewers of the content (Dave, 2020).
According to (Hills & Thomas 2019) the growing accessibility and reducing cost of digital technology has forced outdoor experiential learning facilitators to decide whether or not to incorporate these resources into their programmes. Augmented reality, tablets, digital cameras, location devices, and drones are just a handful of the equipment being utilised in outdoor experiential learning (Bolliger & Shepherd, 2017) and going forward, the variety of digital gadgets is expected to grow (Poh, 2017). Depending on how they are employed, digital devices have the potential to both distract from and improve outdoor experience learning (Cuthbertson, Socha &Potter, 2004; Thomas & Munge, 2017). 
The integration of digital devices into a lot, if not all, outdoor experiential learning situations suggests that a tipping point has been achieved (Shultis, 2012). The development of wearable linked devices, such as smartwatches that double as phone is one example of this. As a result, facilitators may now need to purposefully remove digital technology rather than merely decide whether to use it or not (Smith et al, 2016). 
 
While digital technology can offer a multitude of extra learning opportunities through outdoor experiential learning (Bolliger & Shepherd, 2017), for some facilitators, one of the few places they feel free from modern devices is in the outdoors (Shultis, 2012).  Facilitators are put in a difficult situation by these arguments for and against the use of digital technology in outdoor experiential learning (Bolliger & Shepherd, 2017) who questioned how practitioners determine when to utilise and when to stay detached from digital technology?

Education 
Digital technology can enhance engagement in outdoor learning by providing interactive apps, tools and multimedia resources. This has the potential to grab students' interest and improve the quality of their educational experience. According to Bolliger and Shepherd (2017) because portable, wireless computer devices (such as tablets, smartphones, and media players) are so common, people can always be creating and consuming information while interacting with other (Koole, 2009; Traxler & Wishart, 2011). When students use portable electronic devices to interact and engage with curriculum, pedagogical, and social resources at different locations, this is known as mobile learning (Crompton, 2013; Koole, 2009; O’Malley et al., 2003). Despite being frequently linked to casual, impromptu, and mobile learning, mobile learning can also take place in formal, face-to-face settings (Brown & Mbati, 2015; Kukulsa-Hulme & Traxler, 2005). With mobile learning, people can study in dynamic and adaptable ways, immerse themselves in relevant and meaningful learning environments, work towards immediate learning objectives by completing worthwhile real-world tasks, interact with the study location, and respond to customised educational tasks based on personal preferences. (Brown & Mbati, 2015; Traxler & Wishart 2011). Mobile education can take advantage of students' downtime and increase communication. 
Adversely, utilising mobile devices during outdoor learning might provide distractions since students might be drawn to social media or irrelevant activities that take their focus away from the lesson material. The findings from a study encompassing outdoor adventure education instructors conducted by Reed (2023) determined that “phone free outdoor experiences are more impactful for young people in contemporary society” and that “social media is fake, outdoor adventure education necessitates in person and in place interaction”. 
Hodges (2017) advocates the use of smart technologies and how they can enhance both the learning and the pedagogical process and makes reference to using technology to gather data efficiently in the field which can be easily and digitally viewed, analysed, stored and shared. With the abundance of information that can be accessed through mobile devices, students may investigate and learn about their outdoor surroundings in real time. The breadth and depth of outdoor learning opportunities can be improved by this information access (Hodges, 2018).
However, the concerns of security and privacy are brought up by the usage of social media in outdoor education, particularly when students disclose location or personal information. Online student safety becomes a crucial factor to take into account to counter this perception and Tsai et al (2009) suggest that privacy concerns introduced by locations sharing technologies or similar can be mitigated by the design of such software. 
Furthermore, Hodkinson (2017) makes the argument that young people's regular digital communication may not be as destructive as is sometimes implied, provided that access limits and a variety of informal tactics are used more frequently.
There may occasionally be a tendency to overuse technology, ignoring the experiential and practical components of outdoor education. To preserve the integrity of the outdoor learning experience, balance is essential. “Becoming overly reliant on electronic devices, at the expense of orienteering skills and common sense, may put individuals at risk if these devices fail or become unusable in harsh” conditions (Dickson, 2004). 
Which when coupled with the ‘digital divide’ (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2019) that has formed due to some students not having equal access to technology, the disjoin has resulted in students having different learning chances and experiences. Liu et al, (2014) affirms this by stating mobile devices may make socioeconomic divides among students more pronounced by stigmatising and excluding those who own older or supplemented devices from the same access points as their classmates. Furthermore, a lack of access to technology can impede an ability for maintaining social connections with peers, for example the inability to access common social media platforms for example Instagram (Instagram, 2023) or Snapchat (Snapchat, 2023).  
While social media offers opportunities to engage underprivileged youth with natural regions, the data shows that messages need to be accompanied by sufficient resources to get to these locations. If transportation, bad access information, a lack of green spaces, or other obstacles prevent urban children from visiting natural regions, then creating alluring outdoor messaging may be in vain. 

Furthermore, since outdoor education has shifted to utilising more contemporary technologies, it is likely that the field has become more exclusive, expensive, and homogenous, catering primarily to the middle and upper classes (Newbery, 2003). A curriculum that strikes a balance between traditional and contemporary technologies can start a movement away from social exclusion and improve accessibility, diversity, and social justice in the area (Warren, 1998).

Improving access for excluded urban youth may also be facilitated through providing them with the extra resources made possible by social connections. Therefore, addressing access difficulties is crucial to any social media messaging or communication strategy that targets underprivileged adolescents (Mackenzie et al, 2017).

With regards to Trolan (2013), Gender inequality and disparities are perpetuated by the media's use of and reinforcement of gender stereotypes, both actively through written words and passively through imagery. Consequently, social media actively changes how reality might be interpreted and applied rather than merely reflecting it (Zink & Kane, 2015). The "playful, white masculinity" that is consistently reinforced by outdoor social media portrays women as passive, consuming subjects rather than as active participants or conquerors of outdoor environments (Frohlick, 2005). Weatherby & Vidon (2018) state that in the mainstream social media, women who succeed in outdoor activities are frequently portrayed as superwomen or exceptional, whereas the experiences of regular woman or those whose bodies defy social norms are frequently overlooked. The social, political, and economic disparities that exist in outdoor and adventure environments are maintained by these absences (Comrie & McMillan, 2013).
Nevertheless, with appropriate use, social media platforms have the potential to enhance cooperation and communication between students, teachers, and experts. This might result in a livelier learning atmosphere where people exchange concepts, insights, and firsthand knowledge while promoting equality and a sense of community.
With the use of technology, education can be made more individualised to meet the needs, interests, and learning preferences of each student. Content can be customised on adaptive learning platforms to match specific educational requirements. Despite this, educational theory strongly implies that experiences might only have long-lasting effects if they are coupled with appropriate reflection that makes it easier to apply the lessons learnt to a wide range of situations and contexts (Deane & Harré, 2013).
This consequently can result in excessive screen time, which even in outdoor environments raises worries about the possible adverse health effects on students, such as sedentary behaviour, eye strain, and a detachment from the natural world. Furthermore, national authorities in many countries advise restricting children's and teens' total screen time for entertainment to less than two hours per day due to the detrimental effects of excessive screen time on their health (Council on Communications and Media, 2013; Herrick et al, 2014)
Conclusion/reflection
Upon reflection of my own personal experience with modern technology, I have found it to be incredibly useful in terms of both everyday life and in an outdoor environment. For example, taking pictures with my friends then being able to share those memories with everyone through social media, or the ability to message anyone anywhere in the world so when I come home from university I can stay in contact. There are also tools like spell check, text to speech and other software that helps me with my university work, counteracting my learning difficulties, and assisting me to get the best outcomes possible. 
Maclsaac (2018) distinguishes that in order to comprehend the nuances around young people's interests, attitudes, and desires in specific social, cultural, and online situations, professionals and practitioners need to be technologically and culturally literate.
Alongside this, tools such as OS maps and GPS watches with compasses inbuilt that assist in navigation, or weather applications to assist in assessing affordances for days in the outdoors. By way of an example, during a training exercise with mountain rescue, technology in the form of digital radio, GPS devices and digital first aid equipment such as a portable heart rate monitor was used to supplement traditional mountaineering and subsequent rescue practices. This demonstrates the integration of modern technology with old practice to promote efficiency in critical and outdoor practice in general.  
Reed (2021) acknowledges the interconnectedness of outdoor learning activities with what he terms a collection of people, places, and technological systems. Despite the positives of technology within the outdoors, readily available technology and access to instant information that would have once been kept secluded within communities is facilitating detrimental human impact on the land. 
In conclusion, there are benefits and drawbacks to using social media and digital/mobile technology into outdoor learning. It is imperative that educators properly plan and carry out technologically enhanced outdoor learning activities, taking into account both the possible advantages and disadvantages. Securing privacy, minimising screen time, and encouraging meaningful interaction with the environment are all important factors to take into account when using technology in outdoor education.
It is recommended that outdoor educators acknowledge the existence of technology and networked places before, during, and following outdoor learning activities. They should also shift their attention to effectively managing technology instead of just debating its usage. Additionally, it is advised that outdoor educators deliberately depart from the standard response of "it depends" when asked about the adoption of digital technology. Instead, they should use an organised, fact-based method for managing digital technology and networked spaces, where the advantages and disadvantages of the technology are examined. Lastly, outdoor educators should become more conscious of disparities in learners’ access to digital tools (Munge, 2022).
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