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

General Remark for all assignments — always remember the statement by Blaise Pascal: 

“I have made this letter longer than usual, because I lack the time to make it shorter.”
Assignment 2

Collaboration

due: 

1. Monday, January 30, 2006;  10:00am  on the class website — max length: two pages

2. you can work as a group and submit one answer as a group (clearly identifying the members of your group) 

Green Author: Malte Winkler
1) Read the article: “In Defense of Cheating” by Don Norman; accessible via:

http://www.jnd.org/dn.mss/InDefenseOfCheating.html
and comment on the following issue:

· do you agree or disagree with Norman’s position? Why?

Section: Cooperative Versus Individual Work
I agree with the author that “school” generally judges/grades students on a small subset of skills that will be needed throughout their lives and that more cooperative work would cut down on cheating. Individual work and the ability to memorize is important however. I think there are subject matters in which this is more important than others. In learning a foreign language for example it is of little use to be able to known where to find a translation in a book or on the Internet, at least if one wishes to have a fluent conversation. There are many fields where speed is paramount and the ability to know where to look is not good enough. I would not want to go into a surgery where the doctor said he was a little fuzzy with human anatomy but knew how to find a source on it very quickly. But in general I agree that schools could benefit their students by doing some things more cooperatively. 


Section: Mastery Grading  

Grades have value. The Pass/Fail approach he suggests for learning through Modules is a little empty. There are levels of understanding that are better assessed by grades than by simply passing or failing. However I think there is this magical line that many institutions draw. To get into a program a student may need a GPA of 3.5 for instance. In this case a grade might not be any more useful than a pass fail system in the end. 


Section: Restructuring the School System

I like this concept of guiding students to help them develop their talents rather than just teaching them what the teacher likes to teach. Teaching them to learn is something that is overlooked in the educational process.
· how does his view relate to your own experience in your school, university, and working life?

Work is different than anything done in school/university. I haven’t made up my mind as to whether that is a bad thing or not. Sure we could teach to better prepare students for the work force, but the work force is already really good at that and hopefully there is more to life than work. 
2) Analyze your own educational and working experience:

· has collaboration played an important role in 

· your life as a student

I have had a couple classes especially in the last couple years where group work has been a big part of the class. Half the time it has been a disaster and half the time it has been great. In one instance I feel I would not have passed the class if it where not for collaboration with my lab partner.  In another instance the group was so dysfunctional that it was a wonder that anything got done. 

· your life as a worker

In my present job collaboration has been paramount. In learning the skills needed for work I would have gotten nowhere if I did not have the ability to ask my coworkers about problems. I spend a lot of time modifying large flash files to work under a different framework. If I could not ask those who wrote these files questions it would take me 10x the effort to finish things.
· in which collaborative activities have you been involved?

· what was positive about them?

There are often things that I overlook or have problems looking at in the right way. Being able to ask someone about the problem almost always leads to a better understanding of the problem very quickly. 

· what was negative about them?

It can be difficult to get the people with which you collaborate with to be present at the same time or at the time they are needed. If there is someone I know has the answers to my questions but is gone for several days it can be quite disabling. 

3) Have you used computational environments that support collaboration?

· which ones?

P4(a code versioning system), 

· briefly characterize your most favorite one?

This tool allows many people to work on parts of a complex program. This is very useful for coordinating many peoples efforts.
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