Gerhard Fischer and Hal Eden: “Design, Learning, and Collaboration” — Spring Semester 2006

General Remark for all assignments — always remember the statement by Blaise Pascal: 

“I have made this letter longer than usual, because I lack the time to make it shorter.”
Assignment 2

Collaboration

Keisuke Nishimoto

due: 

1. Monday, January 30, 2006;  10:00am  on the class website — max length: two pages

2. you can work as a group and submit one answer as a group (clearly identifying the members of your group) 

1) Read the article: “In Defense of Cheating” by Don Norman; accessible via:

http://www.jnd.org/dn.mss/InDefenseOfCheating.html
and comment on the following issue:

· do you agree or disagree with Norman’s position? Why?

· how does his view relate to your own experience in your school, university, and working life?

He proposes mainly two reforms in education: focus on cooperation rather than competition, and mastery grading based on smaller modules of skills or knowledge.  I agree on both, on the condition that the target education is a practical training in higher education institutes.  

My home country, Japan, is notorious for its fierce entrance exam competition.  Many high school students study just for the entrance exam, without understanding what study has to do with them other than passing entrance exams.  This situation has ended up with producing many lazy college students who lost their motivation to continue study once admitted and sloppy classes accommodated for them.  Apparently the competition damages education as a practical method of acquiring skills and knowledge, and I strongly feel that such a situation should be changed.

That being said, I still admit the value of closed individual exams, especially in the area of basic studies which do not seem to have direct relationship with practical technical skills.  Examples of  such basic studies are arithmetic and introductory science.  I think that the basic understanding of them is essential for mastering practical skills and an individual test is one good way of showing one’s understanding of the topic.  For example, an elementary school student may perform addition with the help of a calculator, but this does not mean that he or she understands the algorithm of addition.  

In these days, mastering practical skills or knowledge requires lots of basic understanding of academic topics on which those skills are based.  Thus we cannot avoid forcing young students to learn a certain set of curriculum.  If the curriculum are too much modularized, younger students may have trouble with deciding what to learn in which order.  Therefore, I think that the applicability of Norman’s proposition is rather limited to upper grade students who have already learned basic academic skills.  

2) Analyze your own educational and working experience:

· has collaboration played an important role in 

· your life as a student

· your life as a worker
· in which collaborative activities have you been involved?

· what was positive about them?

· what was negative about them?
Before coming to CU, I was working as a solution manager, whose responsibility was to create and promote solutions for a telecom operator by combining existing products.  Since a solution consists of several products, it is not possible for me to have the detailed knowledge of every products.  Instead, what I needed to do was to have a good contact with experts in each product so that I can find an answer to a question asked by local engineers and customers.  This is a typical example of collaboration in a large organization, but this way of handling questions inevitably caused a delay of an answer (I could be a bottleneck, many people asked the same question to me, etc.) and sometimes frustrated the customer.

In User Interface Design class I took in the last semester, I was a terrible member of a project group.  I could contribute little to interviewing users, discussing designs and writing reports, mainly due to my inability of fluently speaking English.  However, when we implemented a prototype, I think I did noteworthy? contribution utilizing my programming skill.  Fortunately, we were evaluated as a group by the outcome of the project and my inability was efficiently covered by my group members.  However, one drawback of this way of collaboration is that I might have lost the opportunity to acquire skills of communication-intensive part of user interface design process.  

3) Have you used computational environments that support collaboration?

· which ones?

· briefly characterize your most favorite one?

· Teleconference

Since I was working in an international company, teleconference was the primary way to collaborate with my counterparts scattered around the world.  This was very efficient way of making decision with remote people because discussion is realtime and any misunderstanding can be corrected on the fly.  However, synchronicity was sometimes a problem (e.g. Having a teleconference with people working in Montreal, Stockholm and Tokyo at the same time was very difficult due to time difference.)  There is also a risk of mishearing and unclear commitment (especially when a meeting minute is not written).

· E-mail/Mailing list

E-mail and mailing list are also a good collaboration tool when a record of remarks is important.  However, e-mail is not so useful for making a decision if it is not clear who is the decision maker.  I have seen many very long mails with bunch of replies but just discussing tautology.

· Instant messaging application

Recently I did troubleshooting of software running in Japan from here using MSN messenger.  At that time my counterpart in Japan was not a technical staff and he was acting just my proxy – doing what I told him and telling what happened.  I am not sure if this way of working can be said as collaboration but I think the combination of clarity of text and realtime property makes instant messengers a good collaboration tool.  However, I doubt the effectiveness if more than a few people (say 5) participate in a conversation, because in such a case discussion might be out of sequence.

All in all, I prefer teleconference for its realtime property and ease of use.
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