
capita 

8 Lois Avenue 
Greenville, SC 29611 

 
capitasocial.org 

 
© Capita Social, Inc. 2018 

CAPITA MASTERCLASS ON CHILDHOOD IN A DIGITAL AGE 
 
MODERATED BY SHANNON VALLOR, PH.D., 
SANTA CLARA UNIVERSITY  
 
1: Human Flourishing and Child Development: Lessons from Virtue 
Ethics: When we say that we want our children to ‘flourish’ in the digital 
age, what do we mean? For a human being, what counts as ‘living well,’ 
and what do children need from us today in order to enjoy good lives? 
Shannon Vallor will introduce the topic of this masterclass through the 
lens of virtue ethics—a philosophical approach to human flourishing and 
development that resonates across many historical and cultural 
boundaries and can help us to identify the distinctive opportunities and 
challenges for our children presented by digital technologies.   
 
Recommended Reading: UNICEF (2017), Children in a Digital World, a 
report on The State of The World’s Children. 
https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_101992.html# 
 
Shannon Vallor (2016). Technology and the Virtues: A Philosophical 
Guide to a Future Worth Wanting: Introduction and Chapter One. Copy 
provided upon registration. 
 
2: Fostering Children’s Capabilities in a Digital Age: Another helpful 
frame for our topic can be found in the influential work of economist 
Amartya Sen and philosopher Martha Nussbaum on human capabilities, 
and how these help us understand what we as a human family owe to all 
children, present and future.  On this view, the opportunity for a child to 
cultivate certain basic capabilities can be seen as a human right. How, 
then, is digital culture—nationally and globally-- affecting children’s 
opportunities to develop fundamental capabilities such as emotional and 
physical health, social affiliation, agency, thought, imagination and play? 
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In ways are such capabilities being enhanced by new technologies, and in 
what ways are they placed at risk? 
 
Recommended Reading:  Mark Coeckelbergh (2012). ‘Human 
development or human enhancement? A methodological reflection on 
capabilities and the evaluation of information technologies.’ Ethics and 
Information Technology 13:2, 81-92. PDF provided upon registration. 
 
3. The Digital Family Home: How are digital technologies, from laptops 
and smartphones to robots, smart toys, and virtual assistants, changing 
what it means to be a family, and what constitutes a home? More than 
any other environment, the family home shapes the well-being of 
children and enables the development of their essential capabilities. In it, 
the most important human relationships are defined and modeled, the 
most intimate forms of care given, and the most private things shared. 
How are digital technologies transforming this critical environment for 
children’s flourishing, and the relationships that are centered within its 
walls?  
 
Recommended Reading: Ray Bradbury (1950). ‘The Veldt.’ 
https://sensitiveskinmagazine.com/the-veldt/ 
 
4. Children in the Digital Attention Economy: Privacy, Security, 
Manipulation and Addiction. Children’s attention has long been a target 
of advertising and other media, but a new and often disturbing 
relationship has emerged between our children’s minds and the digital 
attention economy. Behavioral psychologists facilitate ‘addictive design’ 
in children’s games and other digital media; marketers track, sell, and 
exploit our children’s private data; digital content creators manipulate 
children’s thoughts, emotions, and attention spans; meanwhile, we see 
emerging correlations between screen time and children’s depression, 
anxiety, and isolation. The benefits of digital media for children, from 
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access to online knowledge to social empowerment, are significant. But 
how can we improve the balance of online benefit to risk—a balance 
which, for far too many children, is not yet in their favor? 
 
Recommended Reading: Paul Lewis (2017). ‘Our minds can be hijacked.’ 
The Guardian, October 6, 2017. 
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2017/oct/05/smartphone-
addiction-silicon-valley-dystopia 
 
5. Cyberbullying and Online Abuse: Fostering Digital Resilience in 
Childhood: Studies show that many children are at emotional, and even 
physical, risk from online abuse, whether from cyberbullying, online 
predators, or from harmful exposure to online depictions of social 
violence. Urgent efforts must be made to reduce children’s exposure to 
online and offline violence. Yet no combination of ethical design, sensible 
regulation, parental guidance, and education can remove every risk, 
threat, or challenge from our children’s digital environments, any more 
than we can remove every risk, threat, or challenge from their physical 
environment. Nor should we strive to. An essential capability every child 
must gradually cultivate is agency: the ability to meet their own 
challenges and deploy problem-solving skills with increasing intelligence, 
confidence, and success. Moreover, studies show that when facing online 
threats, children primarily seek guidance from their peers, not from 
adults or other reliable authorities. So how can we help children to 
gradually develop digital resilience: an increasingly justified confidence in 
their own abilities to manage their own digital lives, online and off? 
 
Recommended Reading: Young Minds (2015). Resilience for the Digital 
World: Research into children and young people’s social and emotional 
wellbeing online. 
https://youngminds.org.uk/media/1490/resilience_for_the_digital_world.
pdf 
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6. Cultivating Children’s Empathy and Social Intelligence Online: One 
of the positive features of digital culture for children’s flourishing is its 
potential to give children, especially those who might have limited 
physical access to other cultural and personal perspectives on the world, 
a greater sense of the diversity of human experience and more 
opportunities to practice social skills in an increasingly global 
communication environment. The fundamental human capability of 
affiliation is one that ought, in principle, to be enriched and expanded by 
digital culture. Yet that potential has yet to be fully harnessed, and while 
some children are thriving socially in online environments, others are 
sinking into spirals of loneliness and social anxiety, and retreating into 
toxic online communities that can promote delusional, dysfunctional, or 
morally vicious modes of coping with such stress. How can we lift up and 
foster the social and moral development of those children who are at 
grave emotional risk in digital communities? 
 
Recommended Reading: Shannon Vallor (2016), “New Social Media and 
the Technomoral Virtues,” Ch. 7 of Technology and the Virtues: A 
Philosophical Guide to a Future Worth Wanting, New York: Oxford 
University Press. Copy provided upon registration. 
 
7. Children and Digital Education: The influence of digital technology in 
the classroom has been a decades-long cycle of promise and hype, 
followed by often-disappointing or equivocal results, followed by re-
investment in ever-new forms of ‘edtech’ as the cycle continues. Today’s 
edtech buzzword is ‘personalized learning’ driven by AI, along with other 
data-driven systems of algorithmic analysis and prediction. Will this time 
be any different? What lessons from the past can we learn about the 
ways in which education technology’s potential can be squandered by 
profit-seeking incentives, bureaucratic incompetence, structural 
inequality, flawed assumptions, and under-investment in the human 
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expertise and other resources needed to implement edtech wisely and 
well? Can we break this cycle by using edtech in better, more careful 
ways, or is childhood learning intrinsically unsuited to mediation by 
digital technology? 
  
Recommended Reading: Kristina Rizga (2017), ‘Inside Silicon Valley’s Big-
Money Push to Remake American Education.” Mother Jones, November 
3, 2017.  https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2017/11/inside-silicon-
valleys-big-money-push-to-remake-american-education/ 
 
8. Digital Divides and Technomoral Justice for Children: A truth that 
cuts across all techno-social domains is that digital tools and digital 
culture are not built to serve us all equally well. Technology is a form of 
power, and like other forms, it tends to flow through the existing 
channels for power: political representation, economic privilege, and 
social hierarchies. The problem of ‘digital divides’—along racial, gender, 
national, economic, and other lines—affects children profoundly by 
reinforcing existing inequalities in their opportunities to flourish, and 
driving the ‘rich get richer’ dynamic of our century in ways that threaten 
local and global social stability and greatly exacerbate social injustice. 
Moreover, evidence suggests that digital divides cannot be removed 
simply by providing wider access to technology, as the inequality 
reasserts itself in how technology is used in children’s lives.  Though we 
see flashes of its potential, the common faith of the early 2000’s in the 
Internet’s ability to serve as an equalizing force in society, without any 
need for structural reform of existing inequalities, has proven hopelessly 
naïve. What innovations in social and economic practice, then, are 
needed to tip the flow of technosocial power back in an equalizing 
direction, especially in those domains of childhood that impact the 
human potential most, such as caregiving, health, and family security?  
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The Hechinger Report (2017), “Technology Overuse May Be the New 
Digital Divide.” US News & World Report, October 23, 2017. 
https://www.usnews.com/news/national-news/articles/2017-10-
23/technology-overuse-may-be-the-new-digital-divide 
 
9. Interventions, Strategies, Priorities: In our concluding discussion, we 
will draw together the insights expressed over the course of the class and 
identify some of the most promising interventions and strategies for 
advancing children’s opportunities to flourish in the digital age. We will 
also engage in a critical discussion of the moral, psychological, and 
developmental priorities that ought to drive our work in the world for 
children. In what ways are the incentive structures of our communities 
and institutions currently misaligned with those priorities? Finally, how 
can adults spark the cultural and institutional shifts necessary to realign 
digital society in the service of children’s flourishing, in which hope for the 
human future always rests? 
 


