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

Assignment 3: Simon’s “Architecture of Complexity” 

due: Wed, Feb 1, 2006; 10:00am on the class website 

Questions about Reading Assignment:


1. Name the two most important things/concepts that you learned from the reading the chapter “The Architecture of Complexity”
a). The notion that “complex systems will evolve from simple systems much more rapidly if there are stable intermediate forms” than if such intermediate forms are absent.

b). The concept that information about an object is arranged in hierarchical order in memory. Therefore, if there are systems in the world that are complex without having a hierarchical order, they may escape our observation, and ultimately, our understanding.

1.1. give a one paragraph explanation why you consider these concepts important

The concept about stable intermediate forms brings to my mind the notion that complexity can be better structured and recreated by building in stages with solid foundations and, also, solid sustainable transitional structures. It has importance to things that are of interest to me, like designing software for complexity and the project teams that address complex software problems. This is a design principle that I would not have thought of before in tackling such a problem, but upon reflection, it seems of critical importance. The latter concept relates to how we perceive and retain information as human beings. Just conceptually, I thought it was an interesting and intriguing idea. But, from a design perspective, I think it is useful as a guide for insuring that complexity is organized hierarchically so that ultimate users of a system designed can retain an understanding of the system delivered both in their own memory and in the organizational memory. How exactly this is best implemented is something I am still struggling with.

1.2. are the concepts relevant to your work, to your interest, …. – if yes, why? 

The concepts are relevant to my interests for the reasons alluded to above. Incorporating learning into software and project design in a way that has optimal meaning to users is an issue that I have a great deal of passion around. As such, how learnings such as those gleaned from this paper can be applied to make software design a more meaningful experience for both the individuals participating in a project team, and also the users who use the software on a daily basis and need it to be correct and value-added are issues that are of interest to me. Some of Simon’s insights might be applied to that problem space to better structure the design process and the product itself. 

2. What did you learn from the story of Tempus and Hora?
The learning that immediately came to mind was the importance of modular design so that tasks can be decomposed to more efficiently and effectively accomplish a large complex task. Hierarchical abstractions are important in order to structure complex tasks in order to not only create blocks of work, but also measure progress on them effectively. What struck me of importance in the “parable” of Tempus and Hora that wasn’t mentioned, was the lack of a system in place (even subconsciously) on Tempus’s part to ascertain progress. That is one of the great benefits of decomposition, the need to be able to measure progress. With modularization, you have a means to do so (not even thinking in terms of specialization of work and a host of other advantages). Complexity without some decomposition, makes progress next to impossible to track. And without metrics and measurement against those metrics, there can be no factual determination of progress or needed mitigation. 
