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

Assignment 8: Meta-Design

paper: Fischer, G., Giaccardi, E., Ye, Y., Sutcliffe, A. G., & Mehandjiev, N. (2004) "Meta-Design: A Manifesto for End-User Development," Communications of the ACM, 47(9), pp. 33-37. http://l3d.cs.colorado.edu/~gerhard/papers/CACM-meta-design.pdf
Important:

we continue to split the members of the class into:

1. producers (students giving answers)

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

summarizers  for  assignment 8

1. Kiril Kireyev

2. Lisa Doan

The summarizers can do their work individually or jointly!
Mark Lewis-Prazen
due:  Mon, Feb 20

1. producers: please submit by 10:00am to the class website ( please be on time, so the summarizers can do their work!

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

1. what do you consider the main message of the article?

The main message for me was focused on changing the paradigm of software development from  the old model of defined developer/user roles to a much more collaborative effort where users not only participate in the design process but are actively engaged in design decisions, software construction and ongoing development and re-development of the system as part of a total ownership concept.

2. is meta-design for you an 

2.1. interesting concept? why?

It promises a much more involved user and design community where everyone shares more equally in the rewards and risks associated with software development, which would imply a much more robust and directed solution for a business than is often currently generated in the “them vs. us” world of designers and users. The focus becomes much more centered on a collaborative effort toward a shared realization of a product concept and less on a series of deliverables produced for and approved by users. The concept of a more open system, if achievable, could result in the realization of significant benefits in the quality of the product as well significant improvement in the costs associated with requirements discovery, development, testing, implementation and ongoing maintenance of software. 
2.2. not interesting? why?

It is very interesting to me. ……….. (see above).

3. what do you consider the major technical and social challenges associated with meta-design?

3.1. technical

Technically, I see a couple of hurdles that would need to be overcome. First, software tools would need to be re-designed or have additional versions made available that were designed and oriented to a different class of users, namely end users. These tools would need to be able to communicate with technical tools now available to hardcore developers so that end user designers and technical designers could work with in a common language. Furthermore, technical people would need to talk to users and not down to them. This would require technical designers to give up some of the job security they currently hold from knowing the intricacies of an application and building it; this appears as a “black box to most end users. By relinquishing this control and meeting end users half way with the design tools “on the table”, so to speak,  a more collaborative environment might be ushered in for systems design and system collaboration.
3.2. social

As noted above, the social dynamics of software project teams and the traditional learned roles on those teams need to change markedly to achieve the vision outlined in this paper. As noted above, technical designers need to give up the technical superiority ground they currently have in knowing the intricacies of the system and software development in favor of a more open and collaborative approach. Similarly, end users need to give up some of the transparency they currently enjoy by “telling the designers what they want and leaving the details to them”, then feeling free to point to designers as the culprits when their elicited requirements don’t surface in the final software product. That is, users need to take more responsibility for learning the intricacies of the development tools as well as understanding the implications of decisions made with respect to technical decisions and choices made during the development process. To that end, new tools need to be described both technically and ones that support the artifacts needed for a project that are more collaborative and allow software teams to build a common language.
In a similar vein, the tools and processes needed to manage a software project need to be re-thought in this new, more open world. While team responsibilities may broaden and evolve, there still needs to be processes for management, accountability, metrics and tracking a software effort; albeit in a more collaborative form than those available today. Similarly, the role and duties of a project manager may need to evolve; or perhaps go away in favor of a team management approach. In either case, more collaborative tools will need to be designed, implemented and learned by those who will manage this process.
4. describe your own experience with meta-design? in which domains (not only related to computers) do you see interesting applications of the concept?

I have not been involved much with meta design; primarily with the old paradigm of design. However, in one job we customized a decision engine product for customers which allowed them to tune the system by changing parameters over time as their needs evolved and business requirements changed. While the processes and tools didn’t support meta design as described in the article, the software represented a crude version of it in that is was under-designed to original specifications but designed for ongoing flexibility as the system and user requirements evolved.
I see many possibilities of the concept, particularly where large numbers of people have a stake in the final product. Two that come to mind are:

Land use in national parks and national monuments. A few years ago I was backcountry hiking in Grand Staircase National Monument and spoke with a park ranger (or BLM ranger). He remarked during our conversation that it would be interesting to capture the thoughts of visitors over time for proposed uses for sections of the monument and evolve that into a grand plan for the monument …….. a living interactive land use proposal. I think the meta design concept would fit in nicely here.
Design and Reconfiguration of College Curriculum for a Department. Allow users and other stakeholders (teachers, former students, people in industry, etc.) access to design the processes and tools to overhaul deficiencies in higher education. Assuming a manageable process and tools could be provided, it would provide a means to address and solve some of the problems faced by higher education today with a more end user focus and input. 

5. pick one system of your choice and analyze its meta-design aspects and capabilities? (e.g., Google Earth, Wikipedia, Open Source, Wikis/Swikis, ……. may be interesting candidates)

Google Earth:
Open Source: The application is free to users and the APIs have been made available to third party developers. As such, Google as created a community where users can share maps and developers can use the APIs to create new applications that leverage off the existing Google Earth service. This environment provides the framework and tools for meta design to take place as users can collaborate and build off of individuals discoveries. It allows re-seeding by opening the system up to developers who can create new applications that will extend the use of the existing service. 
Creativity/Collaboration: You can annotate locations with "placemarks" that let you attach notes to specific places. Placemarks also allow you to write a brief description with the map. Essentially, a person or persons can collaborate to document a map or region ( note the Land Use example cited above).

Sharing: You can also share saved searches in an XML format called KML. You can email or share these KML files with other users, thus building to a collaborative virtual library.
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