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“Digital skillfulness”: addressing the impact of technology on the lives 
of young people 
A report for Our Future City, winter 2016 
 
 
Background, method 
 

• Initial engagement with OFC, Jan 2015: a provocative presentation on “digital 
skillfulness”; see: http://turner-hopkins.com/2015/01/14/technology-and-the-young/ 

• Research/consultation for the OFC programme, Jan 2016, including: 
• Desk research 
• Workshop with 14 year olds at PACA 
• Workshop with 120 music teachers at BACA 
• Informal, off-the-record conversations 

 
 
Caveats, assumptions 
 

• This is non-academic, informal research; much is anecdotal 
• Started from the point of personal assumptions/assertions; this work has been used 

to test those assumptions 
• There have been surprises, but while there is widespread disagreement in academia 

and the media there’s considerable consensus among teachers and others working 
with the young 

• Still early work; further research around certain issues/assumptions and more 
thinking on mitigation strategies and tactics needed. 

• Use this presentation to enquire, push back, iterate! 
• These observations aren’t restricted to kids; most apply to adults and there’s much 

left to explore about digital “example setting” 
• This presentation is structured around a set of topics broken down as 

o Assertion 
o Argument 
o Evidence – anecdotal, media, academia 

• “Building Digital Skillfulness”: rather than address these “assertions” one by one, we 
have outlined potential elements of a programme to build a more balanced, positive 
relationship with technology for young people and those around them. 

 
 
But first… a snapshot of 14 year olds and technology 
 
As part of the research, we conducted a brie workshop with a class of pupils at PACA in 
Portslade. The following headline observations emerged about their technology and media 
habits: 

• Caveats: mostly boys; this is Brighton; possible bragging 
• All have smart phones: 90% iphones (the others Samsung Galaxy) 
• Parents pick up the bill – generally < £20 pcm 
• Check the smartphone on waking up (some set the alarm early to get more browsing 

time in! 
• Very little time offline: in class (not always), at dinner with family (not all, but most), 

doing physical activity (football, skating) 
• Popular online activity: Facebook (family, friends), Facebook messenger, YouTube 
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(music, vloggers), Twitter (follow celebs), Spotify (free) 
• Less popular: Snapchat, What’s App, Instagram 
• Huge console game use: 7-8 hours per day (school day!); first person shooters very 

popular 
• Some instances of large bills for in-game purchases <£180 
• Only one girl had “digital limits” issued by parents 
• Most admit to falling asleep with a screen on in bed 

 
 
 
Assertion #1 Children are sleep deprived 
 
Argument 

• Digital use in the bedroom is ubiquitous – and heterogeneous  
• Social media and video games affect the sympathetic/parasympathetic system ie. 

boost stress hormones (cortisol, adrenalin) 
• This is especially true of 1st person shooters 
• Computer/phone screen “blue light” profoundly disrupts sleep 
• This is not like “reading under the covers” or “listening to Peel” (See Addiction, below) 

 
Anecdotal evidence 

• Teachers report children asleep in class  
• One head teacher dreads Monday assembly, looking at a sea of exhausted faces 
• Children openly admit to feeling “shattered” 

 
Research 
 
Weill Cornell Medical College Report: 
 
“The researchers found kids ages 11 to 13 slept significantly less when they frequently 
communicated on a cell phone, surfed the Internet, played video games, watched television, 
listened to music and even if they used a computer to study before hitting the sack. Social 
networking was associated with the biggest loss of sleep. Those who said they usually 
connected to friends online before getting into bed reported sleeping the least - an average of 
8 hours and 10 minutes a night - compared with 9 hours and 2 minutes among those who 
never. 
 
“For the current study, the researchers analyzed surveys on sleep and technology habits 
completed by 738 students at seven randomly selected schools in the Midlands region of 
England in 2010.Kids who frequently viewed TV before bed were four times more likely to 
report waking up several times during the night than non-viewers, and frequent social 
networkers were three times more likely to wake up a lot. Kids who regularly played video 
games or listened to music at bedtime had significantly more difficulty falling asleep, the 
researchers reported in Sleep Medicine.” 
 
See: http://www.cbsnews.com/news/kids-should-unplug-before-sleep-study-suggests/ 
 
National sleep foundation: “Sleep in the Modern Family”: 
 

• Children using electronic media as a sleep aid to relax at night have been shown to 
have later weekday bedtimes, experience fewer hours of sleep per week and report 
more daytime sleepiness  

• Adolescents with a bedroom television have later bedtimes, more difficulty initiating 
sleep and shorter total sleep times  

• Texting and emailing after lights outs, even once per week, dramatically increases 
self-reported daytime sleepiness among teens 

• Not all electronic usage is recreational as the burden of homework is great for many 
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of our children and their work is often completed on the computer, a significant light 
source late in the evening.  

• Increased academic demands, busy social and extracurricular schedules and the lure 
of entertainment conspire to keep our children electronically engaged at night.  

 
See: https://sleepfoundation.org/sleep-polls-data/2014-sleep-the-modern-family 
 
 
 
Assertion #2 Children aren’t allowed to be bored… but are 
 
Argument 
 

• Boredom is hugely important for children: it drives imaginative capacity and the 
development of an inner life… and thus creativity 

• With digital distraction available at all times, children no longer have the “opportunity” 
to be bored 

• Ironically, kids suffer higher levels of deeper boredom than previously 
• There is a possible impact on “boring” learning (see presence, below)  

 
Anecdotal Evidence 
 
Kids talked about the “dread” of a long car journey without a phone or tablet 
Outside of class/meals/travel < 1 hour of screen-free time per day 
 
Research in Middle Level Education Online 
 
“This case study involved three middle school students in an assessment of the influence of 
self-reflection on general academic performance. It was hypothesized that increased self-
reflection would have a positive influence on academic performance as measured by grades 
on tests, writing assignments, and homework. The participants were ages 13.4, 13.5, and 
13.8. The study covered three months and was divided into two stages. During the first stage 
(month 1), the participants kept daily logs of all activities and were asked to write in their 
personal journals for 15 min each day. Logs indicated that participants devoted an average of 
42.2 hrs per week to watching TV, playing computer and video games, listening to music, and 
talking on the telephone.  
 
“During the second stage (months 2 and 3), participants limited TV, computer and video 
games, music, and telephone time to 30 min per day; in the time made free thereby, they 
were to read, sit quietly, write in their journals, meet with friends, and so on, provided these 
activities did not include any of the proscribed activities. Two of the participants dropped out 
of the study within 2 weeks, stating that they could not bear the lack of electronic activities. 
The remaining participant succeeded in modifying her schedule, followed by improvement in 
overall academic performance.” 
 
See: 
https://www.amle.org/BrowsebyTopic/WhatsNew/WNDet/TabId/270/ArtMID/888/ArticleID/101
/Self-Reflection-and-Academic-Performance.aspx 
 
 
More on boredom 
 
“Anthropology professor Christopher Lynn says that the aversion to boredom is a natural 
human impulse, but technology is exacerbating the urge: With their games, music, videos, 
social media and texting, smartphones "superstimulate" a desire humans have to play when 
things get dull, Lynn told CNN in an interview. And he believes that modern society may be 
making that desire even stronger. "When you're habituated to constant stimulation, when you 
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lack it, you sort of don't know what to do with yourself ...," he said. "When we aren't used to 
having down time, it results in anxiety. 'Oh my god, I should be doing something.'  
 
“And we reach for the smartphone. It's our omnipresent relief from that. "A little boredom, 
however, is a good thing. It allows us time to think, daydream or just be. An aversion to 
boredom is also an aversion to being alone with ourselves. And it prefers external diversion to 
personal imagination and creativity. Better to watch someone else's fantasy, created for mass 
consumption, on the flickering screen than to tap into our own. Better a passing, witty thought 
to be instantly shared on Facebook or Twitter than the discomfort of self-reflection. When we 
flee from empty time, we also run away from what Dr Laura Markham describes as "raw stuff 
of life" -- and the raw material of human creativity.” 
 
See: http://www.firstpost.com/living/bored-no-more-smart-tech-is-making-us-and-our-kids-
stupid-472386.html 
 
 
Assertion #3 Children aren’t present, and can’t concentrate 
 
Argument 
 

• Constant distraction is the norm for young people: second screen, alerts, multi-
tasking  

• This has a huge impact on their ability to concentrate on a single task 
• Similarly, it is limiting children’s ability to be present 
• At worst, digital tech can be a driver of ADHD and related syndromes 

 
Anecdotal Evidence 
 

• One teacher talked of kids who “just weren’t there” and another said “you just can’t 
get through” 

• Another said that children were struggling to concentrate in a music lesson for even 
20 minutes 

 
Research 
 
No one knows for sure to what degree these rising rates can be ascribed to technology, but 
some believe that combined media are having a noticeable effect. A recent study assessed 
the viewing habits of 1,323 children in third, fourth, and fifth grades over 13 months and found 
that children who spent more than two hours a day in front of a screen, either playing video 
games or watching TV, were 1.6 to 2.1 times more likely to have attention problems. 
 
The study, which was published in the August issue of Pediatrics, also found that exposure to 
“screen media” was associated with attention problems in a sample of 210 college students. 
“This study contributes to a growing body of research that shows media may have an effect 
on attention,” says Dimitri Christakis, MD, MPH, director of the Child Health Institute at the 
University of Washington in Seattle. Dr. Christakis, who has spent the last decade studying 
how entertainment affects children’s mental processing, believes that overstimulation from 
media may be a possible cause of ADHD.  
 
In one study, Christakis found that kids under the age of 5 who watched two hours of TV a 
day were 20 percent more likely than kids who watched no TV to have attention problems at 
school age. Christakis concedes, however, that the science in this area is still emerging. “If I 
thought I knew the answer definitively, as to what was causing ADHD," he notes, "I would not 
still be doing research.” 
 
See: http://www.everydayhealth.com/adhd-awareness/does-technology-cause-adhd.aspx 
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Further reading  
 
Nicholas Carr: The Shallows 
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Shallows-Internet-Changing-Remember/dp/1848872275 
 
Huffington Post: ADHD and Technology: Helping Our Children Reclaim Their Focus and 
Attention 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/dr-larry-rosen/adhd-and-technology-helpi_b_6096168.html 
 
 
#4 Social media is isolating 
 
Argument 
 

• Social media is inherently, er, social. But is it? 
• Children spend time in each other’s company, phone in hand, unspeaking 
• Children feel compelled to create “better” versions of themselves online 
• Bullying, trolling, blackmail, revenge porn… just the extreme ends of an alienating 

continuum  
 
Anecodotal Evidence 
 

• PACA’s ban on the phone in the school’s social spaces  
• One teacher spoke of shy children “hiding” behind their phones 

 
Research 
 
“WELL BEFORE FACEBOOK, digital technology was enabling our tendency for isolation, to 
an unprecedented degree. Back in the 1990s, scholars started calling the contradiction 
between an increased opportunity to connect and a lack of human contact the “Internet 
paradox.” A prominent 1998 article on the phenomenon by a team of researchers at Carnegie 
Mellon showed that increased Internet usage was already coinciding with increased 
loneliness. Critics of the study pointed out that the two groups that participated in the study—
high-school journalism students who were heading to university and socially active members 
of community-development boards—were statistically likely to become lonelier over time. 
Which brings us to a more fundamental question: Does the Internet make people lonely, or 
are lonely people more attracted to the Internet? 
 
The question has intensified in the Facebook era. A recent study out of Australia (where close 
to half the population is active on Facebook), titled “Who Uses Facebook?,” found a complex 
and sometimes confounding relationship between loneliness and social networking. 
Facebook users had slightly lower levels of “social loneliness”—the sense of not feeling 
bonded with friends—but “significantly higher levels of family loneliness”—the sense of not 
feeling bonded with family. It may be that Facebook encourages more contact with people 
outside of our household, at the expense of our family relationships—or it may be that people 
who have unhappy family relationships in the first place seek companionship through other 
means, including Facebook. The researchers also found that lonely people are inclined to 
spend more time on Facebook: “One of the most noteworthy findings,” they wrote, “was the 
tendency for neurotic and lonely individuals to spend greater amounts of time on Facebook 
per day than non-lonely individuals.” And they found that neurotics are more likely to prefer to 
use the wall, while extroverts tend to use chat features in addition to the wall.” 
 
See: http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/05/is-facebook-making-us-
lonely/308930/ 
 
“People tend to post idealized photos on social media of their work, meals, pets, holidays, 
fantasies, friends, and families. This unrealistic and overly optimistic portrayal has given the 
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term “competing with the Jones” a whole new meaning. 
 
“Social media allows people to give the illusion that other folks are leading a fabulous, 
exciting and successful life. The result is that many people viewing these glorified profiles are 
left feeling inadequate and deficient in comparison.” 
 
See: http://www.activebeat.com/your-health/women/5-ways-social-media-contributes-to-
social-isolation/3/ 
 
More research: another view 
 
“Americans are not as isolated as has been previously reported.  We find that the extent of 
social isolation has hardly changed since 1985, contrary to concerns that the prevalence of 
severe isolation has tripled since then. Only 6% of the adult population as no one with whom 
they can discuss important matters or who they consider to be “especially significant” in their 
life.  
 
“We confirm that Americans’ discussion networks have shrunk by about a third since 1985 
and have become less diverse because they contain fewer non-‐family members. However, 
contrary to the considerable concern that people’s use of the internet and cell phones could 
be tied to the trend towards smaller networks, we find that ownership of a mobile phone and 
participation in a variety of internet activities are associated with larger and more diverse core 
discussion networks. (Discussion networks are a key measure of people’s most important 
social ties.)” 
 
From Pew Internet: Social Isolation and New Technology  
http://www.pewinternet.org/files/old-
media/Files/Reports/2009/PIP_Tech_and_Social_Isolation.pdf 
 
 
Assertion #5 Intimacy is suffering 
 
Argument 
 

• Use of hardcore pornography is widespread among teenagers 
• Much of the pop culture is pornogratised 
• Teenage boys’ expectations of intimacy and relationships are distorted 
• Girls increasingly feel the pressure to conform to porn-influenced expectations 
• Real intimacy becomes disappointing 

 
 
Anecdotal Evidence 
 

• Little so far; this area needs to be treated with caution for obvious reasons, and more 
structured, detailed research is needed 

• One 17-year old told us that all his friends had been watching porn since 10/11 and 
that they constantly sought more extreme material 

• One teacher discussed her 13-year old daughter happening across dogging websites 
 
Research 
 
“It is now estimated that 12 per cent of our five- to seven-year-olds and 16 per cent of eight- 
to 17-year-olds have unintentionally stumbled on to some of the estimated 250 million pages 
of pornography on the internet, while 38 per cent of older teens admit to seeking out such 
sites. And what they find is a far cry from the "top shelf" magazines their parents might have 
stashed under their mattresses when they were teens.” 
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The Independent: Teenage kicks: Is internet porn creating a damaged generation? 
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/features/teenage-kicks-is-internet-
porn-creating-a-damaged-generation-1938238.html 
 
Further research – must see videos & film 
 
Cindy Gallop: Make love, not porn (TED talk) 
http://blog.ted.com/cindy_gallop_ma/ 
Gary Wilson - The great porn experiment (TED talk) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wSF82AwSDiU 
Beeban Kidron - In Real Life 
http://dogwoof.com/films/inreallife 
 
 
#6 Digital tech is designed to be addictive 
 
Argument 
 

• Online services and technologies are specifically designed to to addictive 
• Designers and developers have directly drawn on techniques developed in Vegas 
• Regular, but unpredictable “treats” drive dopamine production 
• Particularly strong in: social media, pornography, video games, gambling 
• Is this driving other addictive behaviours? 

 
Research 
 
“Meanwhile, the tech sector is adopting the principles of slot design for its own purposes. In 
the early aughts, the tech writer Julian Dibbell devised the concept of ludocapitalism, a term 
inspired by watching World of Warcraft players mine gold in the game to making a living in 
real life. Ludocapitalism was an attempt to explain the growing gamification of society through 
technology. Dibbell admits the concept’s parameters are vague, but at its most basic it 
identifies that capitalism can harness the human play drive for better or worse —  and that 
increasingly, games aren’t allegories that say something about our lives; they are our lives.  
 
“As people move toward more data-driven existences where points are accumulated from 
health apps (the subject of Schüll’s latest research) and status is accumulated in identifiable 
quantities on social media, gamification becomes so total that it can sometimes mask 
whether what we’re doing has any inherent utility outside the game that surrounds it. Within 
gamification, Schüll also identifies slotification: we slay an endless procession of monsters 
with no progress of narrative, mine endless digital coins for no other reason than their 
aggregation, hit spin on the slot machine with no big payoff. "It’s this ludic loop of, open and 
close, open and close; you win, you lose, nothing changes," Schüll says. Writing in The 
Atlantic, Alexis Madrigal tapped Schüll’s concept of the ludic loop to explain the inextricable 
entrancement of flipping through Facebook photos: you push a button over and over, primed 
for an eternally fleeting informational reward.” 
 
The Verge: Engineers of Addiction 
http://www.theverge.com/2015/5/6/8544303/casino-slot-machine-gambling-addiction-
psychology-mobile-games 
 
Further reading / viewing 
 
Alex Soojung-Kim Pang - The Distraction Addiction 
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Distraction-Addiction-Information-
Communication/dp/0316208264 
Game Theory: Candy Crush, Designed to ADDICT (YouTube video) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_BTGgCEFuQw 
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Assertion #7 Retention is diminishing 
 
Argument 
 

• As we “outsource” our learning to (let’s be honest) Wikipedia, YouTube and Google, 
we lessen the ability to “encode” information 

• There is a modish assumption that this doesn’t matter, that access rather than 
retention is what matters, and that we live in a golden age of access 

• But we don’t yet understand what the baby/bathwater situation is here; retention of 
facts may be a vital life skill 

• Note that the arguments here can become un-usefully ideological (eg. times tables) 
 
Research 
 
“In a 2011 experiment published in Science Magazine, college students remembered less 
information when they knew they could easily access it later on the computer. With 49% of 
Americans now toting around Google on their smart phones, researchers concluded that the 
effect is the same. We’re relying on Google to store knowledge long-term, instead of our own 
brains. 
 
“Neuroimaging of frequent Internet users shows twice as much activity in the short term 
memory as sporadic users during online tasks. Basically, our brain is learning to disregard 
information found online, and this connection becomes stronger every time we experience it. 
So the more we use Google, the less likely we are to retain what we see. 
 
“Our brains use information stored in the long-term memory to facilitate critical thinking. We 
need these unique memories to understand and interact with the world around us. If we rely 
on Google to store our knowledge, we may be losing an important part of our identity.” 
 
From Academic Earth: How the Internet is Changing Your Brain 
http://academicearth.org/electives/internet-changing-your-brain/ 
 
 
#8 Embodied learning is in danger 
 
Argument 
 
There is a movement towards a “skills” agenda that is entirely screen-based, from coding and 
social media marketing to music and film production and the entire design spectrum  
These skills are, of course, vital for the future of our workforce. 
But we lose something profoundly human when we no longer learns skills that use our entire 
body, from golf to baking, guitar to carpentry. 
Additionally, learning new “embodied” skills could be an antidote to some of the issues 
discussed above. 
NB. This is the least developed area of this research project and warrants further work. 
 
Research 
 
Matthew Crawford - The World Beyond Your Head 
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-World-Beyond-Your-Head/dp/0670921394 
 
 
Towards Digital Skillfulness 
 
What follows is s snapshot of – and links to - some software, campaigns/activity and thinking 
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that should inform the design process around a potential digital skillfulness programme. It is 
by no means comprehensive but should be used a s a stimulus for further research and 
discussion. 
 
Digital curfews and limits 
 
See: Chris Rowan’s Technology Use Guidelines for children and youth 
 

 
 
 
The “digital Sabbath” - one day a week of offline time. 
See: https://thedigitalsabbath.wordpress.com/introduction/ 
 
Further in-school limits on phone use 
See: http://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/may/16/schools-mobile-phones-academic-
results 
 
 
Reclaiming intimacy 
 
Self restriction around use of pornography is a growing movement among young men. 
 
 “No Fapping” community online. 
See: https://www.nofap.com/ 
 
Ran Gavrieli: Why I stopped watching porn (TED talk) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gRJ_QfP2mhU 
 
Tim Ferriss’ NOBNOM challenge 
See: http://fourhourworkweek.com/2014/07/30/nobnom-no-booze-no-masturbating/comment-
page-4/ 
 
 
Zen Ware – tools and techniques for limiting distraction and building effectiveness 
 
Omm Writer (distraction-free word processor): 
http://www.ommwriter.com/  
 
Pomodoro method: 
http://pomodorotechnique.com/ 
 
Daniel Levitin: The Organized Mind: Thinking Straight in the Age of Information Overload 
(essential reading around the impact of tech with methods to address this): 
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Organized-Mind-Thinking-Information/dp/052595418X 
 
“Freedom blocks distractions across your devices so you can be more productive.” 
https://freedom.to/ 
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Aris Meisel – Less Doing, More Living 
http://lessdoing.com/ 
 
Various – Manage You Day-to-day 
http://www.amazon.com/Manage-Your-Day-Day-Creative-ebook/dp/B00B77UE4W 
 
 
Developing mindfulness  
 
Headspace meditation app: 
https://www.headspace.com 
 
Buddhify mindfulness app: 
http://buddhify.com/ 
 
Cards for mindfulness – an offline approach (though crowd-funded through Kickstarter… ) 
http://www.mindfulnesseverywhere.io/cards/ 
 
Andrew Holecek: Meditation in the iGeneration 
http://www.meditationintheigeneration.com/ 
 
The Psychologist: Mindfulness in Schools 
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-24/edition-10/mindfulness-schools 
 
Buddhist Geeks podcast: 
http://www.buddhistgeeks.com/ 
 
 
Tools for sharing, effectivess, creativity 
 
Evernote: 
https://evernote.com 
 
DropBox: 
https://www.dropbox.com 
 
Google Calendar, Google Docs etc 
 
Mindmeister mind mapping app: 
https://www.mindmeister.com/ 
 
Tweetdeck – making sense of twitter 
https://tweetdeck.twitter.com/ 
 
Freshbooks – time tracking online 
https://www.freshbooks.com 
 
 
Health, wellbeing 
 
Quantified Self movement: 
http://quantifiedself.com/ 
 
Fitbit: 
https://www.fitbit.com/uk 
 
 



 

 
 

10 

OFC / Digital Skillfulness winter 2016 
 
 

MOOCs and gamified learning 
 
The Khan Academy 
https://www.khanacademy.org/ 
 
Coursera  
https://www.coursera.org/ 
 
Future Learn 
https://www.futurelearn.com/ 
 
Memrise – “Learning, made joyful” 
https://www.memrise.com/ 
 
Sporcle 
http://www.sporcle.com/ 
 
 
 
 


