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1.
Don Norman’s essay does present some very interesting ideas. In principle I would agree that the current system supports competition instead of cooperation, and that the broader implications of the system foster deceitful behavior.  I think we’d all like a looser structure to our school, with a system that encouraged students to work together to learn as a group. Allowing a student to specialized and advance in areas he or she finds most fitting seems a logical way to structure education. To grade based on accomplishment, rather than proficiency, makes a whole lot more sense. I can’t really argue against such a system, but I do have doubts about its feasibility. Norman’s grading structure is rather flimsy, I think, when you really analyze it. How do you deem a student ‘accomplished’ a task? Is it verified by simple checklist of tasks? While a list is perfectly gradable, it reintroduces the rigidity of our current grading system. Norman suggests dividing work into small ‘modules’, but that really doesn’t address the problem. When is the module complete? He couldn’t have meant that they could pass some final test – because he clearly argued against testing as a benchmark tool, citing that students usually cram for tests and end up retaining very little. He misses, I think, the most effective way to encourage a student to work with others and learn with a group. Why not have advancement controlled, at least in some part, by your peers, instead of by some outside 3rd party of teachers? The core reason Norman wanted to reform education was to have the system foster skills used later in the workplace. Isn’t success on the job as much about helping your co-workers, as it is about impressing the boss? What better way to motivate students to work with others than to have their grade based on how helpful the group finds their contributions? We can see this format work beautifully on knowledgebase forums on the Internet. Take, for example, Apple Discussions. Users post questions or problems on the forum, then other users that have expertise in the area can post answers. They are then rewarded with points by the initial poster, based on how helpful their response was. Frequently users have to bounce ideas off one another before the proper solution can be found, and those whom are helpful to the group are thusly rewarded, and with enough rewards, they advance in ranking. Introducing a similar structure to our education, even in small amounts, would foster cooperation, instead of competition, and encourage students to bring what they know to others. Mastery of a subject, therefore, becomes simply how well you can collaborate with others to aquire knowledge.

2.
Collaboration in the workplace is profoundly more common than it has been at school. When you are assigned a task, you or your group is simply expected to complete it, and the means by which you do are for the most part completely open to working with others, getting information from all available sources, and utilizing the tools and people around you to get the job done as efficiently as possible. Using the work of others to complete your task is simply part of the process; it doesn’t make business sense to reinvent the wheel on a daily basis. If a coworker has already written code I could use in my project, I would be encouraged to use it. If there is a function online available freely I am encouraged to use it. Whatever I can do to complete the project quickly and efficiently I am expected to do.

3.
I’ve used a couple of programs that support collaboration between programmers, like CVS and StarTeam. They make it much easier to track the progress of your coworkers and find resources they’ve made available to you. CVS is much more wide-spread than StarTeam, and its impact on the open-source community has been enormous, so much so that its relationship with GNU is somewhat ambiguous. 

