
 

 

 

PHL 2998G (530) 

Winter 2015 
Special Topics: Technologies of Distraction  

 
 

Professor: Dr. Aaron Massecar     
Email: amassec@uwo.ca     
Office Hours: Immediately following class, or by appointment 
 
Class Times and Locations: 
Tuesday 2:30-4:30, MRW152 
Thursday 2:30-3:30 MRW152 
 
Course Description: 
Some people claim that technology is changing the way that we think. Though there is certainly a general feeling that 
technology is changing the way that we think, there doesn’t seem to be a lot of evidence to support this position. The 
purpose of the course is to examine some of these claims in order to decide for ourselves whether we think technology 
is actually changing the way that we think. We will begin the course with a general introduction to philosophical issues 
concerning the use of technology. We will then turn to four contemporary books on thinking and technology. Much of 
the work of the course will be to make sense of the current literature on technology. We will finish the course with some 
concrete strategies for dealing with the information overload that technology provides us with. Note: class participation 
is required. 
    
Prerequisite(s):       
Antirequisite(s):     
 
Course Objectives: 
By the end of the course, students will: 

1. Be able to demonstrate a familiarity with the timeline and trends of the philosophy of technology and current 
science to support its effects on our minds. 

2. Be able to evaluate primary source materials and provide a summary of their arguments. 
3. Be able to construct argumentative essays that focus on a thorough interpretation of primary source materials 
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Course Materials (additional readings will be available on the course website): 
Carr, Nicholas. 2011. The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing To Our Brains. New York: W.W. Norton & Company. 

Kahneman, Daniel. 2011. Thinking, Fast and Slow. Toronto: Anchor Canada. 

Levitin, Daniel J. 2014. The Organized Mind: Thinking Straight in the Age of Information Overload. Toronto: Allen Lane. 

Thompson, Clive. 2013. Smarter Than You Think: How Technology is Changing Our Minds for the Better. New York: 
Penguin Books  

 

Methods of Evaluation: 
Weekly Questions: 40%  
Essay:   30% 
Final Exam:   30% 
 
Weekly Questions 
At the end of class each week, you will be asked a question that will help guide you through the following week’s 
reading. The response to that question will be handed in at the beginning of the next class.  
 
Essay 
More details will be provided online, but you will be asked to write a 2000 word essay on a topic of your choosing that 
relates to the course content. The essay should focus on the general theme of how technology influences our thinking. 
 
Final Exam 
More details will be provided online near the end of the course. Exams usually combine the weekly reading questions 
with textual interpretation and general, thematic questions. 
 
Late Penalties: 
Unless other arrangements are made in writing with the course instructor, late assignments will be penalized by 2% for 
the first day that they are late, and then 4% for every subsequent day up until 7 days after the due date, at which point 
the assignment will no longer be accepted. 
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PHL 2998G: Tentative Reading List 

 

 

  
 BRESCIA UNIVERSITY COLLEGE ACADEMIC POLICIES AND REGULATIONS 

 

1. POLICY REGARDING MAKEUP EXAMS AND EXTENSIONS OF DEADLINES  

When a student requests academic accommodation (e.g., extension of a deadline, a makeup exam) for work 
representing 10% or more of the student’s overall grade in the course, it is the responsibility of the student to provide 
acceptable documentation to support a medical or compassionate claim. All such requests for academic 
accommodation must be made through an Academic Advisor and include supporting documentation. Academic 
accommodation on medical grounds will be granted only if the documentation indicates that the onset, duration and 
severity of the illness are such that the student could not reasonably be expected to complete her academic 
responsibilities. Appropriate academic accommodation will be determined by the Dean’s Office in consultation with the 
student’s instructor(s). Please note that personal commitments (e.g., vacation flight bookings, work schedule) which 
conflict with a scheduled test, exam or course requirement are not grounds for academic accommodation.  

A UWO Student Medical Certificate (SMC) is required if a student is seeking academic accommodation on medical 
grounds. This documentation should be obtained at the time of the initial consultation with the physician/nurse 
practitioner or walk-in clinic. A SMC can be downloaded under the Medical Documentation heading of the following 
website: https://studentservices.uwo.ca/secure/index.cfm . If it is not possible to have an SMC completed by the 
attending physician/nurse practitioner, the student must request documentation sufficient to demonstrate that her 
ability to meet academic responsibilities was seriously affected. Please note that under University Senate regulations 
documentation stating simply that the student “was seen for a medical reason” or “was ill” is not adequate to support 
a request for academic accommodation. All documentation is to be submitted to an Academic Advisor.  

Whenever possible, requests for academic accommodation should be initiated in advance of due dates, examination 
dates, etc. Students must follow up with their professors and Academic Advisor in a timely manner.  

The full statement of University policy regarding extensions of deadlines or makeup exams can be found at 
http://www.westerncalendar.uwo.ca/2014/pg117.html 

 

2. ACADEMIC CONCERNS  

If you feel that you have a medical or personal problem that is interfering with your work, contact your instructor and 
Academic Advisor as soon as possible. Problems may then be documented and possible arrangements to assist you can 

 Content Pages 
Jan 6, 8 Introduction  
Jan 13, 15 Heidegger, Martin. “The Question Concerning Technology” online 
Jan 20, 22 Ellul online 
Jan 27, 29 Kahneman, D. Thinking Fast and Slow.  3-108 
Feb 3, 5 Kahneman, D. Thinking Fast and Slow. 109-268 
Feb 10, 12 Kahneman, D. Thinking Fast and Slow. 269-448 
Feb 24, 26 Carr, N. The Shallows. 1-115 
Mar 3, 5 Carr, N. The Shallows. 115-225 
Mar 10, 12 Thompson, C. Smarter Than You Think. 1-146 
Mar 17, 19 Thompson, C. Smarter Than You Think. 147-290 
Mar 24, 26 Levitin, D. The Organized Mind. 1-328 
Mar 31,  
Apr 2 

Levitin, D. The Organized Mind. 
Apr 2: Review 

329-396 
Essay Due 
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be discussed at the time of occurrence rather than on a retroactive basis. Retroactive requests for academic 
accommodation on medical or compassionate grounds may not be considered.  

If you think that you are too far behind to catch up or that your work load is not manageable, you should consult an 
Academic Advisor. If you consider reducing your workload by dropping one or more courses, this must be done by the 
appropriate deadlines (refer to the Registrar's website, www.registrar.uwo.ca, for official dates). You should consult with 
the course instructor and the Academic Advisor who can help you consider alternatives to dropping one or more courses. 
Note that dropping a course may affect OSAP eligibility and/or Entrance Scholarship eligibility.  

The Dean may refuse permission to write the final examination in a course if the student has failed to maintain satisfactory 
academic standing throughout the year or for too frequent absence from the class or laboratory.  

3. ABSENCES  

Short Absences: If you miss a class due to a minor illness or other problems, check your course outline for 
information regarding attendance requirements and make sure you are not missing a test or assignment. Cover any 
readings and arrange to borrow notes from a classmate. Contact the course instructor if you have any questions.  

Extended Absences: If you have an extended absence, you should contact the course instructor and an Academic 
Advisor. Your course instructor and Academic Advisor can discuss ways for you to catch up on missed work and 
arrange academic accommodations, if appropriate.  

4. POLICY ON CHEATING & ACADEMIC MISCONDUCT  

Scholastic offences are taken seriously and students are directed to read the appropriate policy, specifically, the 
definition of what constitutes a Scholastic Offence, at the following Web site: 
http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/pdf/academic_policies/appeals/scholastic_discipline_undergrad.pdf. 

Students are responsible for understanding the nature of and avoiding the occurrence of plagiarism and other 
academic offences. Students are urged to read the section on Scholastic Offences in the Academic Calendar. Note 
that such offences include plagiarism, cheating on an examination, submitting false or fraudulent assignments or 
credentials, impersonating a candidate, or submitting for credit in any course without the knowledge and approval of 
the instructor to whom it is submitted, any academic work for which credit has previously been obtained or is being 
sought in another course in the University or elsewhere. Students are advised to consult the section on Academic 
Misconduct in the Western Academic Calendar.  

If you are in doubt about whether what you are doing is inappropriate or not, consult your instructor, the Student Services 
Centre, or the Registrar. A claim that "you didn't know it was wrong" is not accepted as an excuse.  

The penalties for a student guilty of a scholastic offence (including plagiarism) include refusal of a passing grade in 
the assignment, refusal of a passing grade in the course, suspension from the University, and expulsion from the 
University.  

Plagiarism:  

Students must write their essays and assignments in their own words. Whenever students take an idea or a passage 
from another author, they must acknowledge their debt both by using quotation marks where appropriate and by 
proper referencing such as footnotes or citations. Plagiarism is a major academic offence (see Scholastic Offence 
Policy in the Western Academic Calendar).  

All required papers may be subject to submission for textual similarity review to the commercial plagiarism detection 
software under license to the University for the detection of plagiarism. All papers submitted for such checking will be 
included as source documents in the reference database for the purpose of detecting plagiarism of papers 
subsequently submitted to the system. Use of the service is subject to the licensing agreement, currently between The 
University of Western Ontario and Turnitin.com.  

Computer-marked Tests/exams:  

Computer-marked multiple-choice tests and/or exams may be subject to submission for similarity review by software 
that will check for unusual coincidences in answer patterns that may indicate cheating. Software currently in use to 
score computer-marked multiple-choice tests and exams performs a similarity review as part of standard exam 
analysis. 

5. PROCEDURES FOR APPEALING ACADEMIC EVALUATIONS  

All appeals of a grade must be directed first to the course instructor. If the student is not satisfied with the decision of 
the course instructor, a written appeal signed by the student must be sent to the Department Chair. If the response of 
the department is considered unsatisfactory to the student, she may then submit a signed, written appeal to the Office 
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of the Dean. Only after receiving a final decision from the Dean may a student appeal to the Senate Review Board 
Academic. A Guide to Appeals is available from the Ombudsperson's Office, or you can consult an Academic Advisor. 
Students are advised to consult the section on Academic Rights and Responsibilities in the Western Academic 
Calendar.  

6. PREREQUISITES AND ANTIREQUISITES  

Unless you have either the prerequisites for a course or written special permission from your Dean to enroll in it, you will 
be removed from the course and it will be deleted from your record. This decision may not be appealed. You will receive 
no adjustment to your fees in the event that you are dropped from a course for failing to have the necessary prerequisites.  

Similarly, you will also be deleted from a class list if you have previously taken an antirequisite course unless this has the 
approval of the Dean. These decisions may not be appealed. You will receive no adjustment to your fees in the event that 
you are dropped from a course because you have taken an antirequisite course.  

7. SUPPORT SERVICES  

The Brescia University College Registrar’s website, with a link to Academic Advisors, is at 
http://www.brescia.uwo.ca/academics/registrar_services/index.html . The Western Registrar’s website is at 
http://www.registrar.uwo.ca/index.cfm . The website for the Student Development Centre at Western is at 
http://www.sdc.uwo.ca/ . Students who are in emotional/mental distress should refer to Mental Health @ Western 
http://www.uwo.ca/uwocom/mentalhealth/ for a complete list of options about how to obtain help.  

 

Portions of this document were taken from the Academic Calendar, the Handbook of Academic and Scholarship Policy and the Academic Handbook of 
Senate Regulations. This document is a summary of relevant regulations and does not supersede the academic policies and regulations of the Senate of 
the University of Western Ontario. 
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