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WEEK 7

Computers and social change: Baase chapter 9 

Malcolm Gladwell, "The Social Life of Paper," The New Yorker, March 25, 2002. (pg. 214).

.:Summary:.

Even in today's computerized world, air traffic controllers still rely on antiquated pen and paper methods of keeping track of airlines. Each aircraft's information is printed onto a small strip of paper and that is passed around as airplanes move in and out of different quadrants. The information on each strip is written in shorthand, which drives people crazy. The use of plain white paper (the kind used in offices) has risen 15% between 1995 and 2000. Paper exists because paper is better for people to perform certain kinds of cognitive tasks. Paper is good at jotting down notes, collaborating with colleagues, and making changes. It is easier to go through a paper with someone if you're both sitting there with a copy. Paper is tangible, we can pick up a document, flip through it. Paper is spatially flexible, we can spread it out however we like. It is tailorable, we can easily annotate it. Piling papers, although seemingly a mess, is usually quite easily navigated by the piler. Piles represent the process of active, ongoing thinking. What we see as a mess on our desks might actually represent the mess in our heads. Sellen and Harper realized when they did a study of buyers at an advertising firm, that they could not digitize the buyer's stuff because it contained many notes "not meant for the supplier's eyes." Dewey created the Dewey decimal system, as well as the filing cabinet. The solution to our paper problem, they say, is not to use less paper, but to KEEP less paper. aka, through out your unneeded papers! 

.:Response:.

I can agree very much with this author. Although I try to keep most of my documentation online, I find that I end up with most of my work on my desk, in stacks or piles. As an example of how true this article is, when I find myself looking through code that I'm unfamiliar with, I usually will print out a copy for myself to leaf through. That way, I can make notes, look around the code easier, and if I'm really lost, I can view two parts of code at once (separate pieces of paper in front of me). I find it much easier to take notes on paper, not necessarily changes to the code, but notes on how things work. This is very difficult in a pure digital world. On the subject of the pilings, my dad's office looks like a bomb exploded and took about 20 trees with it. I've often ridiculed him about how he can have stacks of paper that date back 20 years, but then he will be asked to find something obscure and he can find it in about 20 seconds. I've even tested him by asking him to find something that was in his piles dated over 20 years ago. To my amazement, he knew EXACTLY which pile it was in, and it was only a short amount of time before he found the exact memo that I was asking for. Of course, that memo wasn't really still needed, but he still keeps it all around anyways. 

Alexander Stille, "Overload," The New Yorker, March 8, 1999. (pg. 219).

.:Summary:.

The National Archives building (and Archives II) is a large building that basically holds as much information as humanly possible. One of the great ironies is that even though this century will record more data than ever before, we will also lose more data. At current levels, it would take 120 years to transfer the backlog of non textual data onto a more stable format. In the 1980's, the Archives transferred 200,000 documents and images onto optical disks that may not be able to be read today because the hardware is obsolete. Digital information degrades very abruptly, it either works or it doesn't. Analog degrades more gracefully, it slowly turns more statically, but it can still be deciphered. The Archives currently has 9.4mil photos, 338k films and videos, 2.6mil maps, 3mil architectural plans, 9mil aerial photos. Despite the fact that the office is becoming more digital, most agencies are still printing out their data and storing it on paper. There is a disturbing rumor that the 1960 Census data is lost on some reel that cannot be read anymore. The Archives may soon resemble the mythical "Library of Babel" in which every document in the universe was stored, and people couldn't find a simple decipherable document, because most of it was gibberish.

.:Response:.

I know it seems kinda naive to think this way, but how much of the data that is currently stored or going to be stored is really necessary? I mean, do we really need every single email between secretaries in some obscure government agency? Perhaps if each agency created a simple retention policy in which it decided which information needed to be stored, and which was ok to delete, it wouldn't waste so much space on storage. At my company, which is of a generous size (3000+ employees) I believe most email is kept, but it is all done automatically, and most plans and schematics are kept both in paper and digital form. Now, being a computer science major myself, I find it hard to believe that they're making such a big deal about retaining DIGITAL email (as opposed to retaining printed copies of email) because how difficult is it to create a program that backs up every email that is sent through a company's email servers?

Valerie Reitman, "Japanese Seniors Are Taking to Life in the Electronic Village," Los Angeles Times, December 26, 2000, E1. (pg. 223).

.:Summary:.

In a small village town in Yamada, Japan, nearly every home has a government-installed PC. This has revolutionized the small town of 1/4 elderly people. The villagers have devices and computers which monitor their blood pressure and other vitals. They can communicate with nurses over the video phone, so they can see them face to face even when the mountain roads are snowed in. Many tech companies use Yamada as a testing ground for new devices geared towards the elderly. More than 95% of the households have an Internet-linked PC. It was originally very difficult for many of the seniors to learn to use a computer. Many would turn the mouse upside down or hold it in the air and wonder why it didn't work. 

.:Response:.

I think it's great that the senior citizens are being introduced to computers and the digital world. I don't mean to sound mean or anything, but isn't there a better use to all the money spent on giving computers to EVERY household in the village? Couldn't there just be communal PC's and have the money spent on more important issues? The body vitals monitoring stations sound like a very great idea, as well as the video phones to talk to nurses around the clock. But do they really need full PC's in each household? How many of the seniors are using a computer to it's full potential. I doubt many are typing up essays on it, playing games, or doing work and/or research on it. Many of the things that they're doing on it could easily be accomplished in communal computer centers. Of course, if the Japanese government wants to spend their money like this, more power to them.

Daniel Yi, "At Cyber Cafes, Playing Games Can Turn Serious," Los Angeles Times, June 16, 2002. (pg. 225).

.:Summary:.

There is a cyber cafe called iNET. Calvin Williams spends a lot of time there playing CounterStrike. Officials are worrying that the violence on screen will spill over into the real world. On June 8th, Edward Fernandez was followed from a cyber cafe and shot to death. Several cities have begun limiting the number of hours these businesses can stay open, usually until 2am. Some require security measures such as video cameras and security guards. Officials are worried because cyber cafes attract minors who will play into the night if allowed. In November a dispute between gamers escalated into a baseball bat swinging melee. A month later, a 20-year old was stabbed to death. Jorge, at 16-year-old, says that cyber cafes are no different from a heated basketball game getting out of control.

.:Response:.

I have to agree with Jorge, who says that the string of recent stabbings and shootings are not necessarily caused by gaming at cyber cafes. Rather, he says, it's the fact that anytime you get boys together in a competitive environment, there might be heated outbreaks. It's no different then a street basketball game that gets out of hand. How many BB games have resulted in fights and/or deaths, yet do you see the city ripping up and removing street basketball courts? I think a curfew is a good solution to the problem though, especially in rough neighborhoods such as Garden Grove, but then again, maybe that's just me. I wouldn't want to be caught out at 2am in Garden Grove.

Daniel Yi, "Internet Cafes Face Crackdown," Los Angeles Times, June 11, 2002. (pg. 230).

.:Summary:.

Edward Fernandez was shot near his home after he was followed from I.C.E. Internet Cafe on Brookhurst St. Garden Grove officials said that they will step up regulation of these businesses and consider further restricting their operation. Police said they will patrol the cyber cafes more carefully. In December, a 20-year-old was stabbed to death outside another GG Internet cafe. A new ordinance states that cafes must close by 2am, install video cameras, and not allow minors during school hours or past 10pm Fridays and Saturdays. Quang Nguyen believes that it's merely a coincidence, and he said "the kid happened to be here, he could have been anywhere else." Mayor Broadwater disagreed. "We don't see this as a fluke anymore."

.:Response:.

I kinda have to disagree with police and government officials on this one. When Mayor Broadwater states that "we don't see this as a fluke anymore", he was referring to the TWO killings associated with cyber cafes. I'm sure that TWO killings is nothing compared to the amount of people killed over disputes while playing sports, or just about any other competitive activity. Hell, I'm sure if they really wanted to, they could track and detail every gang murder in the last 10 years and find every one would have something in common with at least one other murder. Like Nguyen said, he could have been coming home from the movies and given a dirty look to some passengers in a car. He just happened to be outside of I.C.E., but he could have given a dirty look anywhere.

Linda Macias and Paul Todd, "Baca introduces legislation to keep children safe from video game sex and violence," press release, May 3, 2002. (pg 233).

.:Summary:.

US Rep. Joe Baca (D-CA) introduced legislation aimed at curving the sale or rental of grotesque, violent and sexually explicit video games to minors. This came after studies showing that violent video games influence aggressive thinking and behavior in children. Studies have shown that when a player identifies with a media aggressor, post viewing aggression increases in the child more than in a child who passively witnesses sex or violence on tv or in movies. Baca: "Do you really want your children assuming the role of a mass murderer or car jacker while you are away at work?" H.R. 4645, The Protect Children from Video Game Sex and Violence Act of 2002 would create penalties for those who sell or rent to a minor any video game that depicts: decapitation, amputation, dismemberment, or mutilation; the killing of human beings by the use of an object as a lethal weapon, the car jacking of a vehicle, rape, sexual assault, aggravated assault or battery, other violent felonies.

.:Response:.

Well, as much as I dislike the idea of the government censoring the things that we can buy, I actually agree with Joe Baca. It's not like they're totally removing all of this stuff or creating laws on making it in the first place. We already place movie ratings on movies and wont let minors rent PG-13 or R rated movies, why should games be any different? Like the article says, video games are more destructive to a child's mind because they actively assume the role of the main character, rather than just passively viewing. So in conclusion, I like this law.

Elizabeth Kobert, "Pimps and Dragons," The New Yorker, May 28, 2001. Even if you're not into gaming, this article's point is that the Web enables entirely new kinds of communities to form. (pg. 235).

.:Summary:.

Essentially, a hack in a virtual world created many things that are seen in the real world. The virtual world mimicked what would happen if the same thing happened in real life. Richard Garriott founded Origin, the creator of Ultima Online. Garriott created the predecessor of Ultima and UO, called Akalabeth in 1980. UO is very non-goal driven, and users can do pretty much whatever they want, even virtual fishing is an option. UO has 30 "game masters" who work around the clock to keep the peace. UO was supposed to be self-policing, but instead it kept veering towards anarchy. UO soon divided into two versions, "Felucca" allowed PK'ing, "Trammel" did not. UO, for all it's silliness, is essentially a serious game, a game with inherent moral complexity. The mark of a true simulation is that it produces something unwanted, yet recognizable, which is why to lose control has to be, finally, the creative goal of any project like UO.

.:Response:.

My roommate played UO and Everquest for upwards of 6 hours a day, every day. It consumed his life, and it would interfere with his school work. He would often rather play UO/Everquest than go out with friends. In person, he is a very shy and introverted person, but once I observed him in UO, he was very chatty, and he had made many new friends. I never could understand why someone would spend that much time on UO/Everquest, especially when it took away from their real life. But he seemed really intent on it, even buying virtual items in a real life auction, with real cash.

Rebecca Mead, "You've Got Blog," The New Yorker, November 13, 2000. (pg. 240).

.:Summary:.

Meg Hourihan of Megnut.com runs a blog on her website. She gives a lot of personal information on her website, including her favorite books and movies, her likes and dislikes, even personal information regarding her love life. Meg is a founder of Pyra, the company that created Blogger. Blogger is used to make creating blogs easier. Many bloggers also have Internet-related jobs and use blogs to keep readers up to date on what's going on in the computer industry. Blogging etiquette requires that you blog someone that blogs you. Blogger was originally intended to be used inter-office, in order to keep up with meeting minutes, and project notes. Blogorrhea refers to people who blog stupid things like "I'm tired" or "this sucks". 

.:Response:.

I currently run two blogs, sort of that is. I use blogger.com to update my website easily, but I find that I ended up with a case of blogorrhea, in that I would write things just because I could write them, not because they were interesting at all. After the novelty of having an online diary wore off, I never really continued to post my every thought and feeling. Instead, I only posted really important links or if I had a story to tell my friends, I would write it once on my website and just direct people there instead of telling it over and over again. Also, blogger.com makes it real easy to make news-story type updates, so I ended up keeping it and using it for my non-blog website as well.

Elliot Soloway, Cathleen Norris, Phyllis Blumenfeld, Barry Fishman, Joseph Krajcik, and Ron Marx, "Handheld Devices are Ready-at-Hand," Communications of the ACM, June 2001. (pg. 246).

.:Summary:.

Critics claim that there is no hard evidence that computers have had a significant impact on learning in K-12 education. Henry Becker from UCI did a study and reported that fewer than 20% of the schools met some criteria: having at least one computer of any kind for every 4 student enrolled, one Pentium or Mac for every 6 students, and having at least 1/2 of all classrooms connected to the Internet by a high-speed direct connection. 60% (of 6000) reported no computer in the classroom.45% of teachers reported that students used computers <15min a week. Bottom line, it's unreasonable to expect computers to have a positive impact on learning and teaching if students and teachers have limited access to them. It would be financially impossible to buy a $1000 computer for all 167,000 students in Detroit. Three high schools in Illinois and a middle school in KY have given all it's students $100 Palm PCs. Applications such as PicoMap, Palm sheets, Cooties, Fling-It, and CritterVille have been developed to show off the various uses of these Palm devices. Extracting benefits for learning and teaching of using computing and Internet technologies in such a situation requires a disproportionate amount of effort. K-12 will use computing technologies when they are as available as pencils and paper.

.:Response:.

I read about a similar effort that went on in Maine a few years ago. Although similar in their ideas, the Maine effort went much further in that it provided an Apple laptop to every middle school or high school student (can't quite remember which). Maine purchased $37mllion worth of iBooks from Apple. The kids adapted quickly to the laptops, attendance was up, and even the politicians who were against the project initially are now saying it was a success. http://www.nytimes.com/2003/03/05/nyregion/05LAPT.html

Keith Devlin, "The Real Reason Why Software Engineers Need Math," Communications of the ACM, October 2001. This article relates to our discussion in class of how mathematics education might change with the ubiquity of computers. (pg. 252).

.:Summary:.

This article claims that contrary to popular opinion, software engineers use the information they gathered from past math classes in everyday life. One major point of this article is the difference in opinion on the word "use". He claims that SE's use their math skills everyday because in his opinion, his view of the word "use" is like "filling a vessel". You don't necessarily remember all the information that was put into the vessel, but your brain remembers and trains itself on the abstract thinking that was involved. When you learn abstract mathematics, you are also teaching your brain how to think abstractly. It is this key that software engineers use everyday, because software can be very abstract. It's not what was taught in the math class that was important, it was the fact that it was mathematical. A report by the DOE showed that students who had COMPLETED (not always a good grade) a rigorous high school algebra class did better in other subjects as well.

.:Response:.

I sort of believe what this guy is saying, after all, learning how to problem solve is more important than the problem that caused us to learn to problem solve. But he's making such a big deal about this. It could be said that English classes that require us to analyze and discuss poems could help us just as much to think differently later in life. Likewise, a bio class that teaches us to apply the scientific method also teaches us an important tool that can be applied very generally throughout life. I think that this article is just focusing on too specific of a topic, when it should/could have focused on the idea that we gain tools in grade/high school that can be applied very generally throughout life.

WEEK 8

Ethics and professional responsibility: Baase chapter 10 

Jennifer Kreie and Timothy Paul Cronan, "Making Ethical Decisions," Communications of the ACM, December 2000. (pg. 254).

.:Summary:.

Some researchers believe that there are certain circumstances where external influences are more likely to affect an employee's behavior. This view is based on the concept of an individual's perceived importance of an ethical issue (PIE). The results of a recent study shows that businesses can influence their employees' behavior in some situations. The survey had 5 situations that surveyors were asked to rate in several categories. The situations were, (1) a programmer modifies a bank program to avoid a fee, (2) employee keeps software sent in error but does not pay for it, (3) programmer uses company equipment for personal use, (4) employee uses proprietary software without paying fee, (5) employee copies government database when told to by boss. Of these situations, only in #3 did people think it was more acceptable than not, but they also did not have a very high ethical importance in this issue, nor were their personal values very influential. What this study found out also was that people rely heavily on their personal values when deciding what is ethical or unethical behavior. Reliance on personal values in many situations does not rule out that an established code of ethics could affect what employees decide to do.

.:Response:.

If I were to take that survey, I think I would find only situation #1 totally unacceptable. Situation 2 and 4 were not my problems, someone else made a mistake. Therefore, I should not feel obligated to correct anyone else's mistakes. Technically it's not wrong, as someone in some form of power (shipping department or some company representative) gave me access. Situation 5 is a little more tricky because I would have been given instructions by my boss to do this. I mean, technically the contract never said I couldn't copy everything, so TECHNICALLY nothing was illegal, and it might be more of a hassle to argue with my boss instead of just doing what he asked. I guess in this situation, my PIE is fairly low.

Charles C. Mann, "Why Software is so Bad," Technology Review, July/August 2002. (pg. 260).

.:Summary:.

Watts S. Humphrey from Carnegie Mellon University, says that "software is simply terrible today, and it's getting worse all the time." Dijkstra says that "users have been served so poorly that he expects his system to crash all the time." Jim McCarthy believes that "most software products have the necessary features to be worth buying and using and adopting."  Some programmers are not thinking that the problem with software is that not enough lawyers are involved. In the view of Dan Wallach, the issue is how the techniques for writing software have failed to keep up with the explosive increase in its complexity. On average, coders make about 100-150 mistakes in every thousand lines of code they write. One reason why software lacks structure and design is that the users are constantly demanding both new features and reliability. One Microsoft employee said that one customer asked why he should use the newest version, when it has stuff he doesn't need, then he asked if some new features could be added. Critics predict that lawsuits over bad code will eventually occur, but they are not happening right now because of the software licenses that users are forced into accepting. 

.:Response:.

As a ICS major in a highly computerized world, I've had my share of bugs and software crashes. In fact, I refuse to use any Microsoft product if I can avoid it (this includes Windows, Office, Visual Studio and others) because I feel more productive in a more reliable environment. That's not to say that I dislike all Microsoft products. In fact, I think Microsoft makes great hardware and great games, but those are two areas of computers that either lack code, or contains non-critical code. If a game crashes and I lose my position, it's not as big of an issue if I were to have my computer crash while I'm typing up an essay. Part of me just accepts a certain amount of errors in some programs. I will excuse some errors in games so long as they are not an everyday occurrence. One example of a game that was very poorly programmed is Splinter Cell (not by Microsoft btw). I think that it is one of the greatest games of all time, yet I never finished it because of a software bug that has yet to be fixed by the developers. That sort of programming is inexcusable, but it shouldn't be grounds for a lawsuit, let the public's wallets determine their future. 

Dennis Frailey, "Licensing Software Engineers," Communications of the ACM, December 1999. (pg. 265).

.:Summary:.

The author of this article believes that no proper solution exists at this time. There is great good and great harm that can come from licensing. Many arguments against software engineering licensing boils down to "there's no   garuntee that this will fix anything". However, the author believes that we live in a world of imperfection yet we strive to perfect other things and learn to use them properly. Two potentially good results from licensing of software engineers are that because licensing forces us to define, codify, and organize our field and has the potential to improve the overall quality of the software engineering discipline. Also, licensing may be legally required in certain circumstances that could affect health or safety issues. This author suggests that we read up on the situation and make suggestions to lawmakers, because they are the ones who ultimately will decide the fate of licensing. 

.:Response:.

I think that licensing is a bad idea. Licensing relies on the assumption that the licensee will be competent in the software he is using. But this creates a dilemma when one considers the rate of change that the software industry is moving at. One language that used by everyone now might be 2nd or 3rd string in a few years. How does one go about licensing every language out there and then keeping up with the changes that are occurring. I suppose they could license for the ABILITY to program and know basic programming knowledge and how to avoid errors, but every language has it's own errors and idiosyncrasies. I do however, believe that there could be some good coming out of licensing. I think that properly licensed programmers are the only ones who should be programming software that could affect our health in any way. But that's not a solution because once any licensing is created, then everyone will want it, and nobody will buy from an unlicensed programmer. This creates form of ignorance on behalf of the consumer. It gives them a false sense of security about the abilities of the licensee.

Cem Kaner, "Software Engineering as a Profession after the Withdrawal: One Year Later," Forum for Advancing Software engineering Education (FASE), Donald J. Bagert (ed.), September 15, 2001. (pg. 267).

.:Summary:.

On June 30, 2000, ACM voted to withdraw from the SWEcc primarily due to difference with the IEEE Computer Society regarding the licensing of software engineers. Cem Kaner writes in the first article on the potential impact of software licensing. He believes that it is important to foster an attitude of professionalism among software engineers. He is offended by the low quality and aggressive and misleading advertising on many software products. Some of the deaths caused by software could have been avoided with better SE practices. He doesn't object to the licensing of professionals. His objections to licensing include: our profession is not subject to malpractice litigation, becoming licensed will transform us into a profession that can be sued for malpractice, calling us a licensable profession is premature because we do not have a consensus on a code of ethics or a body of knowledge, exposing the profession to malpractice lawsuits will only hurt the profession right now. 

.:Response:.

I think it's stupid to license software engineers right now because of the ever-changing field of computer science. What's popular today might not be useful or popular 5 years from now. Should we renew licenses every few years and expect everyone to know the latest stuff in computer science? Or does licensing only imply that you're knowledgeable in the sense that you know the ethics behind what you're doing, as well as general coding practices. I think that there should be SOME sort of licensing, but not right now and not in the form we think about when we think of licensing professionals. Like the author says, licensing will open the profession up to malpractice lawsuits, which while sounding good on the surface, would end up doing more harm than good. I think it would be good if SE's thought they could get sued for writing bad code, it would cause them to rethink their designs and implementations.

Mark Keil and Daniel Robey, "Blowing the Whistle on Troubled Software Projects," Communications of the ACM, April 2001. After Enron, are professionals more sensitive to their duty to give their client bad news? (pg. 273).

.:Summary:.

According to a Standish Group's 1998 survey, only 26% of projects were delivered on time, on budget, and with promised functionality. The behavior underlying many runaway projects resembles "escalation of commitment to a failing course of action". Escalation can be exacerbated by the reluctance of organizational employees, as well as outside contractors to transmit unwelcome, yet valuable information concerning projects. Thus, while evidence of a failing project may exist in the lower ranks of an organization, accurate information about failure may fail to move up the organizational hierarchy. Even when projects are monitored, the study revealed that IS auditors may censor themselves, this is called the "mum effect". The "dead effect" is the reluctance for management to hear the complaints of the whistle blowers. 

.:Response:.

I once worked for a company with a fairly small audit team, considering the size of the entire company. When I worked on a project that was slightly behind schedule (as in, 1-2 weeks behind on a 9 month project) nothing was said, and frankly, I never thought anything of it. I just assumed that in a 9 month project, you couldn't ever guess perfectly the exact deadlines, so I never said anything. I was never in charge of the financial aspects of our project, so I don't know if we were ever over budget, but I'd venture a guess to say no, because I had a very competent manager. But I do think that if there was a problem, my manager would have been very receptive to my ideas. My workplace was a very open and friendly environment, with the managers treating us as equals. I don't think they would have had a problem considering alternatives.

WEEK 9 (and part of WEEK 10)

Human-computer interaction and information architecture 

Anick Jesdanun, "Father of World Wide Web Moves on to Next Step: Keeping it Simple," Los Angeles Times. (pg. 279).

.:Summary:.

Tim Berners-Lee worries that the web is getting out of control with too much software being piled on. Berners-Lee wasn't trying to get a quick buck by creating the WWW, he wasn't even sure if it would take off. Later that year, at UIUC, the NCSA created mosaic (precursor to Netscape and IE) and this enabled Berners-Lee's WWW invention to really take off. Berners-Lee first proposed the WWW while developing ways to remotely control computers. The beauty of the web, according to Berners-Lee, is its vast potential for spreading knowledge. BL is concerned with user tracking and he is developing standards to eliminate it. BL wants to extend XML and create standards so that web browsing would be universal, not just limited to the latest and greatest IE version. 

.:Response:.

I have to say, I applaud Tim Berners-Lee for not turning this whole experience into a money making adventure. He could have easily patented everything he made, and tried to make a fortune off of it, but he didn't. He believed in the openness and consistency that helped the web to really take off. Without this openness, many companies might have shyed away from betting their entire company on the new WWW. As a side note, I never knew this before but IE was actually based off the the old Mosiac designs, and you can see this by going into IE and clicking help-> about, and it will say that it was created at UIUC,NCSA.

Gary Chapman, "Modern Operating System, Interface Are Ripe for Change," Los Angeles Times, January 15, 2001. (pg. 281).

.:Summary:.

Many people hope that the "new" operating systems give a jolt to the personal computing industry. The majority of users cling to the WIMP model, "windows, icons, menus, pointing device". Some computer scientists believe that the current desktop system is living long past its usefulness. Jef Raskin was the original project developer at Apple and he is disappointed because computer companies are getting high bound and reactionary. The desktop system was developed when computers were used almost exclusively for business. PC's show little of what could be an "automatic phase" of computer use. 

.:Response:.

I think that the GUI's we know and use today have indeed become stale and boring. Every new iteration of Microsoft Windows is the same old thing, just puffed up with some new eye candy. As much as I love the new Apple OS X, it to is mostly just eye candy. Sure, it has an entirely new engine behind it and I love that about it, the user interface is still the same old thing. Users should not accept new OS's that just take last years model and add some pretty graphics which do nothing for the user's efficiency. In fact, some of the new eye candy actually slows down the user and their efficiency.

Dave Wilson, "User-Unfriendly," Los Angeles Times, 28 December 2000, T1. (pg. 283).

.:Summary:.

All this new technology does nothing for productivity, it may in fact hurt productivity as the use must grapple to understand how to use it. The author believes that the current situation will continue to get worse, as the world becomes more dependent on computers. Consumers tend to buy based on the features offered, not by the ease of use.

.:Response:.

This author sounds a little bitter to me, almost as if he's had too many blue screens in windows. Granted, I've had my fair share of blue screens and crashes, but honestly they don't seem to bother me that much because I just accept them as part of the computer system. I think that's society's main problem, just accepting such low standards of quality. Imagine if our  cars broke down every day, and we just said "oh well, that's how they're built". That car  company would be laughed out of town, but we do that with computers and operating systems.

JoAnn Hackos and Janice Redish, "Introducing ...," chapter 1 of User and Task Analysis for Interface Design (1998). Can you find a connection between this excerpt and the Chapman and Wilson articles above? (pg. 285).

.:Summary:.

There are many reasons for the problems that people have using interfaces. One is the pressure on designers to add more and more features. But the main reason for the problems is that products are too often developed with the focus on technology only and not on users. The heart of the problem is a lack of a firsthand, carefully considered understanding of the users. Interfaces occur in everything you work with, including remote controls, ATM's, and the labels and signs on hardware.  An interface is usable if it reflects the workflow that the users are most comfortable with and they support the users' learning style among other things. User and task analysis is the process of learning about ordinary users by observing them in action. This isn't already done because of many reasons including that marketing already knows the users, the product is new with no users to observe, or there's not enough time in the schedule.

.:Response:.

I don't know if I like the idea of someone following me around all day with a pad of paper. Granted they may get a lot more information out of it, but I wouldn't feel comfortable with someone at my side all day. I mean, for example, assume for the sake of argument that I like to do a little web surfing at work in my spare time, I wouldn't want to do that with someone looking over my shoulder. But that time that I spend surfing the web might be useful with whatever he's trying to observe. So I would have to say that I think I wouldn't be as natural as I could be if someone follows me around all day. Then again, it's not like I would just tell a focus group that I sit around and surf the web, so I guess they wouldn't be getting that information either way. Unless it was anonymous and nobody would know that it was ME that was surfing the web, then I might be more likely to let them know.

Edward Tufte, "Visual and Statistical Thinking: Displays of Evidence for Decision Making." This is available in the bookstore, not in the packet. If you enjoyed this excerpt, you should consider reading the whole book it came from

.:Summary:.

Certain methods for displaying and analyzing statistical data are better than others. Some can help to prove or disprove a point. For both of the two cases presented, the consequences resulted directly from the quality of methods used in displaying and assessing quantitative evidence. In the first example, John Smith used data to determine that the real cause of the cholera outbreaks was water-borne, not airborne as previously thought. Also, he determined the exact location of the outbreak, the Broad Street pump. After plotting all of the cholera deaths on a map, he could easily determine where the most deaths were, which revealed where the source was. Snow used the following techniques for good statistical analysis: Place data in an appropriate context for assessing cause and effect, make quantitative comparisons, consider alternate explanations and contrary cases, and asses the possible errors. Aggregations by area can sometimes mask and even distort the true story of the data. Awful consequences result when heroic engineers are ignored by villainous administrators. The charts that were created by engineers at Thiokol on short notice had many downfalls that helped to seal the fate of the Challenger. Things such as a lack of accountability and lack of a direct CAUSE. The charts were very detailed and sometimes confusing. This didn't help the case of the Thiokol engineers, who needed to make a point quickly and efficiently. The charts didn't use enough samples, and the samples that they did use were blown off as "extremes" that didn't represent the norm. The other 22 previous space flights were left off the slides and it's this data that could have prevented the shuttle from launching. Unable to get a correlation between O-ring distress and temperature, those involved in the debate concluded that they didn't have enough data to quantify the effect of the cold. In the ensuing Congressional meetings, Richard Feynman used an experiment to show what happens when O-rings get cold. He put an O-ring in some ice water for a few minutes, then showed how it lost some of it's elasticity. 

.:Response:.

I find it ridiculous that when the lives of 7 men and women are on the line, as well as millions of dollars in equipment, that nobody in charge at NASA would have stopped to give the slides a closer look. Sure, they can make excuses about how the data is unclear, but even the SLIGHTEST possible chance for failure should be looked over by several people. After the recent space shuttle explosion and Congressional hearing, I don't think that NASA is taking any little evidence lightly. I think I remember hearing that someone actually brought it to the attention of NASA management the possibility of the space shuttle not surviving breakup upon reentry. Why was this not explored further? I'd hate to think some poor engineer didn't create a poor power point sideshow that failed to win over the support of his management. I think that given the short amount of time, the Thiokol engineers did a decent job in supporting their arguments and beliefs.

