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

Assignment 7: Human Computer Interaction, Human Problem Domain Interaction, and High-Functionality Applications 

Mark Lewis Prazen
CSCI 7712

paper: Buxton, W. (2001) "Less is More (More or Less)." In P. J. Denning (Ed.), The Invisible Future — the seamless integration of technology in everyday life, McGraw-Hill, New York, pp. 145-179. available at: http://billbuxton.com/LessIsMore.html
Important:

with this assignment we split the members of the class into:

1. producers (students giving answers)

2. analyzers and summarizers (students evaluating and summarizing the answers from the other students)

we will rotate these roles ( for  assignment 7, I suggest that

1. Min-Chieh Hung
2. Nathan Campbell
are the “analyzers and summarizers”! The “analyzers and summarizers” can do their work individually or jointly
due: 
Wed, Feb 15
1. producers: please submit by 10am to the class website ( please be on time, so the “analyzers and summarizers” can do their work!

2. analyzers/summarizers: please submit by 2:00pm to the class website 
Briefly discuss the following issues:

1. what did you find  (articulate the answers in your own words)

1.1. interesting about the article?

The article made a case that there needs to be more focus toward a human-centered design approach from the computer science and engineering community. It then proceeded to explain how our educational and commercial institutions may be misaligned in terms of being able to deliver on this request (the notion of the “two cultures”).  While not a revelation to many people, I found the case interesting as well as some of the target states that the author would like to see realized ………….. (e.g) the renaissance team. What would have been helpful is he had spent some time in the article not just articulating the end state, but providing some cursory sketch of how we might get there.

1.2. not interesting about the article?

The article attempted to make a case for why specialized tools need to be developed as opposed to mass market appealing “superappliances” and used some tools as examples. That portion of the article was uninteresting to me for two reasons: (1) the choice of examples in my mind would have been worked better if he had provided some technology examples, since that is a core focus of the article, and, (2) the attempt to make a case for the specialized tools and the lamenting of the flood to the market of generalized tools that eclipse the cognitive limits of humans, while a valid point ignores market dynamics and places blame on designers, when economic forces are also involved. Companies manufacture super appliances and market them companies need a return on investment and such tools effectively create a portfolio of products in a product. Therefore, a company’s bets are hedged. Such considerations are often put outside the control of the designer , so placing the onus for such designs and products squarely on the back of designers is a narrow argument that ignores market realities.
2. what do you consider the main message of the article?

The primary message that I took away from the article is that designs need to become more human-centered as opposed to technology-centered. This implies more collaboration between users and designers. It also im plies a fundamental restructuring in our educational and work environments in (1) how we learn, (2) what we learn and (3) how we work and live to leverage that learning and apply it.
3. Please comment on the following claim: “Despite the increasing reliance on technology in our society, in my view, the key to designing a different future is to focus less on technology and engineering, and far more on the humanities and the design arts.”
3.1. agree / disagree?

I agree, in that we have over techno-oriented in design and less focused on what the user really needs to be more effective and collaborative. Additionally, a move more toward the emphasis of soft skills might lead to the unleashing of more creativity in design and less to the proliferation of “me too” products that the author suggests are part of the problem and are a barometer of our lack of progress in innovative design as a society.
3.2. which are the personal consequences which you draw from this statement?

It becomes a dilemma for the individual to determine what society really wants and what choices we will make as a society in terms of what products we will choose. That in turn, for many, will drive the choices they make in terms of how to pursue educations and careers. If, what the author argues for is the direction that will actually emerge,  then there are profound consequences for how one educates themselves as to whether they will be engaged participants in this new world or simply spectators (in terms of the skill sets they choose to master and the skills and experiences their university curriculum emphasizes). 

3.3. are the educational programs you are involved addressing this claim?

Not particularly well. Workplaces are moving away from the “silo” mentality mentioned by the author, driven by global competition. University education has changed little in 40+ years though. With the exception of interdisciplinary programs, much of university education is highly “silo” based and focused on individual versus collaborative skills. The notable exceptions are e-mail and the Internet and networked/virtual programs, which allow students to learn like they will need to work in a global economy. But, curriculum is still highly tied to a school and discipline.

4. Please comment on the following claim: “Given the much discussed constraints on human ability, how can we expect an individual to maintain the requisite specialist knowledge in their technological discipline, while at the same time have the needed competence in industrial design, sociology, anthropology, psychology, etc., which this essay implies are required to do one’s job?”
4.1. agree / disagree?

Agreed. It is an onerous task which has spawned the rise of specialists and micro domain experts. The need for collaboration to complement one’s own expertise is probably the answer to this knowledge explosion and the complexity it brings to the work environment, but, it also requires a requisite re-evaluation of academic programs to determine if curriculums need to be broadened to address the skill sets required to perform in today’s economy.
4.2. which are the personal consequences which you draw from this statement?

The need to be exposed to a broader curriculum, acquire a broader set of skills, both technical and soft, and the need to be exposed to different disciplines through interdisciplinary classes and training and JIT learning.

4.3. are the educational programs you are involved addressing this claim?

Minimally. There are opportunities to self construct a program of study with some constraints, and through programs like ATLAS, the ability to meet and collaborate with individuals in other disciplines. But there is little movement by individual departments to re-think what their product is, how to build and enforce the acquisition of relevant skill sets and ensure that there is some hope that people leaving a program are exposed to a broader, rather than narrow skill set and thought exposure than the department now offers. In many respects the  individual department still acts as a confederation of classes with little relation to one another. Therefore, there is no assurance that people leaving the program have modularly built a set of marketable skills and been given exposure to provide a better appreciation of other disciplines and ways to continue learning when there tour of duty is over.
5. Do you feel that the “Design, Learning, and Collaboration” course addresses these two claims?

It would be exceedingly difficult for one course to fulfill the requirements implied in the two statements cited above completely. However, having said that, I believe that this class meets the spirit of the above claims in the following ways:

Through readings and discussion the course tries to provide some balance to the technology/human debate that the author has surfaced as a key issue. In doing, hopefully people leaving the class will have a richer perspective for the need to integrate human beings more actively in the design process.

The course attempts to discuss the need for collaboration in the discussion and design process through the example of articles and class discussion. However, talking and doing are two separate activities; one is easy the other is considerably messier but much more lasting. Hopefully the project will provide some meaningful opportunity for the latter in a collaborative setting which will reinforce class articles and discussion, thereby resulting in meaningful learning. Put simply: I may remember an article or a rich class discussion for a small period of time and even re-reference the article if I considered it meaningful or insightful …………. But, a well done project is an experience which will have a more profound and valuable learning impact, for me personally.  

