
Digital Futures 

NCLC 348-001  |  Fall 2015 |  3 Credits 

Mondays/Wednesdays: 3:00 p.m. – 4:15 p.m. 

Robinson Hall, A106 

Instructor:  Kristin Scott, Assistant Professor 

Office / Hours: Enterprise 427 / by appointment 

Cell:   703-254-9194 (please feel free to text me with short messages; just 

indicate who you are and what class you are from when you do) 

E-Mail:  kscotta@gmu.edu 

Web Site:  http://kristinscott.net   

Learning Community Description 

This course introduces students to the latest technological, philosophical and creative 

thinking on the future of human society in a digital age. For this semester’s seminar, we 

will be focusing on two main themes: trans/posthumanism and “smart” cities.  

 

First, we will explore what it means to be human in the digital age and how advances in 

science and technologies are transforming the human body. We will consider human / 

technology interfaces, how our bodies increasingly come into contact with digital 

technologies, and what that means for the future of humans. We will explore various 

philosophies and cultural ideas that have surfaced around human’s transformation in the 

digital era, and what benefits, concerns, or questions emerge with our increasing contact 

with digital technologies. And we will interrogate the social, cultural, and ethical 

consequences of trans/posthumanism. 

 

Then in the second half of the semester, we will explore the emergence of the “smart 

city.” We will examine how major cities around the world attempt to levy digital 

technologies to help enhance open government and democracy, urban sustainability, and 

social and public health, for example, as well as how these cities potentially threaten 

privacy in the form of increased data collection, surveillance, and governmental / 

corporate control.  

Anticipated Learning Outcomes 

1. to apply existing knowledge and expertise productively to unfamiliar material in 

new contexts 

2. to understand past, current and emerging theories associated with the evolution of 

and intersections between human society and digital technologies 

3. to acquire/expand and deploy a wide range of conceptual vocabulary appropriate 

for the analysis of phenomenon such as post/transhumanism and the smart city 

4. to hone our evaluative practice, as consumers of digital applications and programs 

and as citizens in a digital public sphere  

5. to develop further habits of inquiry, reflection and self-assessment that will 

strengthen our capacities to thrive in contexts we are just beginning to imagine  

 

Materials: 

 

http://kristinscott.net/


 All readings for this course will be available online or on blackboard. 

 You will be required to watch some films / television series, some of which can 

be viewed for free with a subscription to Netflix or at a low cost on Amazon 

Instant Video. 

 

Class Participation: 

 

Because of the collaborative nature of NCC, your ideas are expected and greatly valued 

by your professor and your peers. Each individual possesses unique personal experiences 

and unique patterns of reading, thinking and learning that will us to understand more 

thoroughly the nature of digital literacy.  

 

In a collaborative learning community, we each carry a responsibility to share those 

ideas, as well as an equal responsibility to foster an atmosphere conducive to productive 

collaboration, in which everyone feels safe to express openly ideas, opinions, questions 

and doubts. As a result, a portion of your grade will be based on class participation. If 

you miss classes, it affects your participation grade. In addition, your participation grade 

will be based on my overall assessment of your engagement in the class and your 

engagement in various in-class projects and workshops. Part of your participation grade 

will also be based on your regular and thoughtful participation on our class Facebook 

group page.  

 

Academic Policies:  

 

This learning community seeks to build a community, where collaborative learning and 

the sharing of knowledge are vital! Thus you are expected to attend class, prepare 

thoroughly for any class activities or assignments, respond generously to peers, and 

complete assignments on time. As late work impinges not only on your own learning, but 

also on that of all your classmates, unless otherwise stated, assignments will lose one full 

letter grade (B to C to D, for example) for each day they are late. If you encounter a 

genuine medical emergency, such as illness or hospitalization of yourself or a close 

family member, or some other family crisis, please contact me as soon as possible. Please 

submit a doctor's certificate for any medical absences. Finally, in this learning 

community, e-mail forms a vital line of communication among us. As faculty, we are 

allowed to communicate with you only via your George Mason e-mail account. You are 

responsible for information that gets disseminated through your GMU email account, so 

be sure to check it often and that your account is not over-quota. 

 

NCC’s Commitment to Diversity Statement:  

New Century College is an intentionally inclusive community that celebrates diversity 

and strives to have faculty, staff and students who reflect the diversity of our plural 

society. We do not discriminate on the basis of race, class, linguistic background, 

religion, gender identity, sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, age, or physical ability. Please 

note: This commitment is practiced in various public ways by faculty, staff and students 

in New Century College. Through diversity workshops, intentional job search processes 



and a standing committee of faculty, staff and students, this college is serious about this 

commitment. 

 

Email and Inclement Weather Policy:  

In compliance with a University-wide initiative, NCC faculty and staff will correspond 

electronically with students only through their GMU assigned email accounts. No 

assignments will be accepted via email unless specifically requested. Please check your 

email account regularly for updates and important announcements. If inclement weather 

threatens, check the GMU website to see if, and how, it will affect class schedules. If 

classes are cancelled, make sure to check your e-mail for any instructions I might send 

out about how to prepare for the next class and how we will handle the lost time. 

 

Academic Honesty and Collaboration:  

The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual choices made by 

each of us. This is especially true in New Century College. GMU has an Honor Code 

with clear guidelines regarding academic integrity. Three fundamental and rather simple 

principles to follow are that: (1) all work submitted be your own; (2) when using the 

work or ideas of others, including fellow students, give full credit through accurate 

citations; and (3) if you are uncertain about the ground rules on a particular assignment, 

ask for clarification. No grade is important enough to justify academic misconduct. 

 

As in most learning communities and in many other classes, a number of projects in this 

class are designed to be completed by a group. With collaborative work, names of all the 

participants should appear on the work. Collaborative projects may be divided up so that 

individual group members complete different portions of the whole, provided that group 

members take sufficient steps to ensure that the pieces are fairly divided and fit together 

conceptually in the end product. If there are disagreements or you have concerns about 

group projects, address them immediately, rather than waiting until the assignment is due. 

Group difficulties are much easier resolved early on.  

 

You are responsible for making certain that there is no question that the work you hand in 

is your own. Plagiarism means using the exact words, opinions, or factual information 

from another person without giving the person credit. Writers give credit through 

accepted documentation styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes. 

Paraphrased material must also be cited, using MLA or APA format. 

 

Relevant Campus and Academic Resources: 
 

Writing Center:  

(703-993-1200, Robinson A, Room 114) The University Writing Center provides, at no 

charge, tutors who will help you to brainstorm, structure, revise and edit written work 

(and help you compile and check your citation of sources!). Although the Writing Center 

may sometimes accommodate walk-in appointments, you are more likely to see a tutor at 

a time convenient to you, and your assignment deadline, if you telephone in advance for 

an appointment. You may also consult the Writing Center online. For further information, 

e-mail wcenter@gmu.edu. 

http://www.gmu.edu/
mailto:wcenter@gmu.edu


 

Counseling Services:  

(703-993-2380, SUB I, Room 364) Professional counselors provide individual and group 

sessions for personal development and assistance with emotional and relational issues. In 

addition, the Learning Services Program (703-993-2999) offers academic skill-building 

workshops and a tutor referral service. 

 

Office of Disability Services:  

If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see 

me and contact the Office of Disability Services at 703-993-2474 / (SUB I, Room 222). 

All academic accommodations must be arranged through that office. ODS assists students 

with learning or physical conditions affecting learning. If you qualify for 

accommodation, the ODS staff will provide a form to give to your instructor at the 

beginning of every course. http://ods.gmu.edu 

 

STAR-Multimedia Computer Lab:  

(703- 993-8990; Johnson Center, Room 229) STAR mentors help students to learn new 

software packages and improve their command of familiar software, as well as offers free 

multimedia application (Dreamweaver, Flash, Photoshop, etc.) workshops throughout the 

semester. They also loan out audio and video recording equipment for class purposes. 

http://doit.gmu.edu/studentSection.asp?page=multimedia_lab 

 

Information about Drop/Add Period: 

The deadlines for dropping or adding courses in this semester are provided below: 

Last day to Add (Full-Semester Course): September 8th 

Last day to Drop with 33% Tuition Penalty (Full-Semester Course): September 15th 

For the full Fall 2014 Semester Calendar, please see: 

https://registrar.gmu.edu/calendars/fall-2015/  

 

Grade Breakdown: 

 

Weekly Responses                                           60% 

Class Participation/Workshops/Assignments         10% 

Group Research Project               20%  

Group Presentation     10% 

 

 

A   = 95-100 

A- = 90 - 94 

B+ = 87 – 89 

B  = 84 – 86 

B- = 80 – 83 

C+  = 77 – 79 

C  = 74 – 76 

C- = 70 – 73 

D+ = 67 – 69 

D = 64 – 66 

D- = 60 – 63 

F+ = 57 – 59 

F = 54 – 56 

F- =   0 – 53 

 

 

http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://doit.gmu.edu/studentSection.asp?page=multimedia_lab
https://registrar.gmu.edu/calendars/fall-2015/


Description of Assignments: 

 

* In all individual and group written assignments, I expect college-level writing and the 

use of proper grammar. I don’t mind the occasional missing comma, but too often, 

students are turning in work that is difficult to read because of significant grammatical 

errors that change the meaning and content of the writing (such as multiple run-on 

sentences). Therefore, for each paper you turn in that has more than five grammatical 

errors, I will automatically lower your grade by one letter grade. So be sure you 

proofread your papers before turning them in. If you struggle with proper grammar, I 

highly recommend you make use of the university’s writing center and/or ask a peer to 

review your work for grammatical errors before turning in.  

 

Weekly Responses: At least six times throughout the semester, you will be expected to 

write a thoughtful, analytical three page response to the readings/viewings for the week/s 

of your choosing, providing relevant and contemporary examples outside of class 

materials. These responses are due on blackboard on the Monday of that week before 

class begins. More information on this will be provided in class and is also on 

blackboard.  

 

Final Research Project: This project is a group assignment. Groups will be formed early 

in the semester and should include 3-4 people. The assignment is comprised of FOUR 

primary parts:  

 

1. Research: each group must research an area of concern or debate that deals with 

potential issues around current or future use of digital technologies in everyday 

life. A few examples include topics such as: the use of digital tracking devices in 

the human body; fingerprint recognition systems; the use of aggregated data to 

determine future trends; artificial intelligence; etc. Whatever topic you choose, it 

must be one that is not covered extensively in class – or you must choose to come 

at the topic from a completely different perspective. You must include, within the 

body of your final project and accompanying paper, at least 15 sources, only three 

of which can be from class readings. At least 7 sources must be scholarly; and the 

remaining 8 can be gathered from other authoritative sources (including blogs, 

news articles, websites, etc.). Your research, furthermore, should be driven by a 

significant research question.  

2. Produced and published online: each of your group projects must be 

“produced” digitally and made available online to the general public. The medium 

is your choice (i.e. a video, a website, a Facebook page, a wiki, etc.), but you must 

make sure that your chosen venue offers all the information you gathered and 

your research in a compelling, visually dynamic, clear, and engaging way, 

allowing for outside commentary and/or interaction. The medium and method you 

choose to present your research will likely be influenced by the topic you choose 

to address. I will consult with each group on this, as well. Additionally, you must 

each post a link to your project on the class FB page. 

3. Synthesis paper: each group must produce a 3-4 page paper that synthesizes their 

research findings, the process of collecting data and research—and what was 



learned in the various processes, how this project significantly addresses the 

future of digital technologies, and adds to the larger “conversation” we’ve had in 

class and through the readings (what other readings or discussion does your 

project intersect with, how, and how does it build upon or deepen your 

understanding of the subject?).  

 

Group Presentation: Your groups will present their final projects in class near the end of 

the semester.  

 

 

Timeline: 

 

September 28th : Project Proposals DUE. These must be an outline / summary of your 

intended research goals (what question is driving your project), an annotated bibliography 

of at least five sources, what you hope to accomplish and how, and your medium (how 

you intend to publish your research and using what digital tools).  

October 12th: Update on progress thus far DUE. By this date, more than half of your 

research should be accomplished and synthesized (notes), and you should have begun 

your field/experiential investigations.  

December 10th: All projects / synthesis papers should be delivered to me via blackboard 

(links to published work). 

November 30th – December 9th: Final Group Presentations 

 

 

Weekly Schedule:  

 

Week 1: (Aug 31st and September 2nd) Introduction to course, syllabus review, and 

introductions 

 

Watch in class: “Earth in 2050” & “The Future World, Year 2100” 

 

Next Future Technology 

 

Read / View:  

 “Visualizing the Future,” The Futurist, July-August, 2014 

 Transcendent Man 

 

Week 2: (Sept 7th – LABOR DAY – NO CLASS; Sept 9th – Instructor out of town) 

 

Week 3: (Sept 14th and 16th) Transhumanism and Posthumanism 

 

Read / View:  

 Sections 1: ‘General Questions’ & 3: ‘Society and Politics’ in “The 

Transhumanist FAQ: A General Introduction,” V. 2.1, Nick Bostrom, 2003 

 View: “Ghost,” Dollhouse, Season 1, Episode 1 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BKbZxKZJM_4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N_Nx6fUmrfE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oWB-IrM9GRs
http://www.wfs.org/futurist/2014-issues-futurist/july-august-2014-vol-48-no-4/visualizing-future
http://www.amazon.com/Transcendent-Man-Ray-Kurzweil/dp/B0051Y6NUQ/ref=sr_1_2?s=instant-video&ie=UTF8&qid=1406498190&sr=1-2&keywords=The+SIngularity
http://humanityplus.org/philosophy/transhumanist-faq/
http://humanityplus.org/philosophy/transhumanist-faq/


 Section 6: ‘Practicalities’ in “The Transhumanist FAQ: A General Introduction,” 

V. 2.1, Nick Bostrom, 2003 

 View: “Echoes” & “Omega,” Dollhouse, Season 1, Episodes 7 & 12 

 

Week 4: (Sept 21st and 23rd) Human / Machine Interfaces 
 

Read / View:  

 “A Dead Blackberry,” excerpt from World Wide Mind, Seed, by Michael Chorost 

 Bret Victor, “A Brief Rant on the Future of Interactive Design” (2011) 

 “The Future of the human machine interface,” The Guardian, June 12, 2013 

 Watch: Bionics, Transhumanism, and the End of Evolution 

 

Week 5: (Sept 28th and 30th) Artificial Intelligence 

 

 “Her” and/or “Chappie” 

 “The coming revolution of Artificial Intelligence” (watch the video too on that 

page), CDN, August 13, 2015 

 “Enthusiasts and Skeptics Debate Artificial Intelligence,” Vanity Fair, Nov. 26, 

2014. 

 “Are the robots about to rise?” The Guardian, 22 Feb. 2014 

 “Why we should think about the threat of artificial Intelligence,” The New Yorker, 

Oct. 2013 

 

Week 6: (October 5th and 7th) Wearable Technologies 

 

Readings/Viewings: 

 “Google Glass Lead: How Wearing Tech on Our Bodies Actually Helps It Get 

Our of Our Way,” Wired, Dec. 17, 2013. 

 “Beware a future where health monitoring wearables is the norm,” The Guardian, 

June 4, 2015. 

 Watch: The Future of Wearable Technologies, Top New Wearable Technology 

Inventions and Gadgets 2015, and Watch: Future Human: Wearable Technology 

 

Week 7: (Oct 12th and 14th) Urban Utopias/Dystopias (NO CLASS on Oct. 12th – 

Columbus Day) 

 

Readings/Viewings: 

 16th Century Dreams: Thomas More (click on each section for excerpts) 

 Ganjavie, Amir. “Role of Utopia for Design of Future Cities: Utopia in Urban 

Planning Literature.” 

 “In Search for an Urban Dystopia: Gotham City” 

 The Ten Greatest Fictional Cities of Film & Literature 

 Watch: The Venus Project: A New World System 

 

Week 8: (Oct 19th and 21st) The Global Village  

http://humanityplus.org/philosophy/transhumanist-faq/
http://seedmagazine.com/content/article/world_wide_mind/
http://worrydream.com/ABriefRantOnTheFutureOfInteractionDesign/
http://www.theguardian.com/media-network/media-network-blog/2013/jun/12/future-human-machine-interface
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2RX6y-ZTiU0
http://www.amazon.com/Her-Joaquin-Phoenix/dp/B00IA3NGB4
https://www.amazon.com/gp/video/detail/B00ZRES1NC?ie=UTF8&keywords=chappie&qid=1439839990&ref_=sr_1_1_dvt_1&s=movies-tv&sr=1-1
http://www.commdiginews.com/health-science/the-coming-evolution-of-artificial-intelligence-46593/
http://www.vanityfair.com/news/tech/2014/11/artificial-intelligence-singularity-theory
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/feb/22/robots-google-ray-kurzweil-terminator-singularity-artificial-intelligence
http://www.newyorker.com/tech/elements/why-we-should-think-about-the-threat-of-artificial-intelligence
http://www.wired.com/2013/12/the-paradox-of-wearables-close-to-your-body-but-keeping-tech-far-away/
http://www.wired.com/2013/12/the-paradox-of-wearables-close-to-your-body-but-keeping-tech-far-away/
http://www.theguardian.com/media-network/2015/jun/04/health-monitoring-wearables-technology-norm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i3CKsuv0Sbk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3BO4UpusNs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3BO4UpusNs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GjNrP6JmuDA
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/utopia/more1/moreutopia.html
http://www.aaschool.ac.uk/downloads/WritingPrize/2013Shortlist/JamesCMak.pdf
http://www.urbanghostsmedia.com/2013/04/the-10-greatest-fictional-cities-of-film-literature/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rvpTmiVhcxU


 

Readings/Viewings: 

 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore. The Medium is the Message.  

 

Week 9: (Oct 26th and 28th) The Internet of Things 

 

 Watch “The Internet of Things” and “What is the Internet of Things? And Why 

Should You Care?” 

 “Digital Technologies and the Future of Data Capitalism,” Social Europe, June 

23, 2015. 

 “In the Programmable World, All Our Objects Will Act as One,” Wired, May 13, 

2014. 

 

Week 10: (Nov 2nd and 4th) Smart Cities & Sustainability Efforts (Work 

independently with group members on Nov 4th) 

 

Readings/Viewings: 

 Watch: Barcelona Embraces IoE to Create a Smart City 

 “The Rise of the Sensor Smart City” 

  “The truth about smart cities: ‘In the end, they will destroy democracy,” The 

Guardian, Dec, 17, 2014. 

 

Week 11: (Nov 9th and 11th) The Smart City & Sustainability / Case studies Seattle 

& Copenhagen 

 

Readings/Viewings: 

 “Seattle,” Kristin Scott (blackboard) 

 

Week 12: (Nov 16th and 18th) Work on Final Research Project / In-Class 

Consultations & Workshops 

 

Week 13: (Nov 23rd and 25th) NO CLASSES / THANKSGIVING WEEK  

 

Week 14: (Nov 30th and Dec 2nd) Final Group Project Presentations 

 

Week 15: (Dec 7th and 9th) Final Group Project Presentations 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sfEbMV295Kk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_AlcRoqS65E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_AlcRoqS65E
http://www.socialeurope.eu/2015/06/digital-technologies-and-the-future-of-data-capitalism/
http://www.wired.com/2013/05/internet-of-things-2/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TCbvxb5t5_8
http://www.govtech.com/data/The-Rise-of-the-Sensor-Based-City.html
http://www.theguardian.com/cities/2014/dec/17/truth-smart-city-destroy-democracy-urban-thinkers-buzzphrase

