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) 


Mark Lewis Prazen


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? 

Completely! Our higher educational system has changed little in the past fifty years in terms of how we choose to instruct people, except for isolated pockets in universities (like this center) which are in the forefront of exploring new ideas and new concepts which seem “revolutionary” to the higher education establishment. However, these radical learning practices reflect learning and work as it occurs naturally and most effectively in the world of commerce and science. The amazing thing, in my view, is why what is being done here in places like ITLL is viewed as so revolutionary and as “alternative learning”, but instead, isn’t the standard that faculty and university administrations aren’t held to throughout our university learning system.
Norman’s article challenging our practices toward learning in the higher education realm is laudable, but he fails to articulate the consequences of this system and the inferior product that it turns out and call for substantive actions. That results in the need for businesses to spend untold additional sums trying to jumpstart and teach collaborative methods to its workforces or suffer the consequences through reduced productivity. Also, how does that translate into our competitiveness as a nation in a global knowledge economy?
Norman is right ………….. why are we using learning models that are long outdated. And what will drive a more collaborative model ……… technology, competition or something else. And how will universities need to rethink their collective mindsets and individuals rethink how they learn in order to thrive in a new collaborative learning environment. These are good avenues of exploration for his next articles.
· how does his view relate to your own experience in your school, university, and working life? 

It mirrors it in many respects. There are always isolated pockets in Universities where new learning concepts are being articulated and experimented with, but by and large, the higher education system we still have hasn’t changed radically from my first experiences in undergraduate and graduate education over twenty years ago. Learning is still highly individually-based, and in most cases collaboration is still an afterthought at best. There is no instruction given or tools passed out that facilitate group learning other than your cellphone and a network for sharing files. Where tools like wikis or moodle are used, they are often used effectively but rather as a bulletin board. Essentially, while some of the new technology facilitates learning, it is rarely integrated or made a requirement for learning. Instructors also use one class book predominantly, instead of providing a rich reading list that facilitates different views and approaches. 

I would say that the work world has evolved more, and collaboration is viewed as a necessary skill to get work done, particularly on large projects or efforts.

2) Analyze your own educational and working experience:
has collaboration played an important role in

o your life as a student

For me it has, at least as relates to graduate education. Work at the Universities of Illinois and Chicago was much more collaboratively focused than undergraduate education, which still seems to be n endless series of passive lectures and exam regurgitation.

o your life as a worker
A mixed bag. Some organizations are committed to collaborative environments, while others are good at giving it lip service but really don’t have the knowledge, discipline and management skill sets in place to transform it into a sustained reality. The result often becomes the “fad of the month” interspersed with isolated pockets of knowledge, sustained learning and innovation.  A commitment to sustained learning is hard work, with its inevitable pain and failures.

o in which collaborative activities have you been involved?
I have worked for over 15 years in large enterprise software environments, both as a user and as a vendor implementing such systems. In those roles I have worked across software lifecycle phases from project inception and management to requirements ………… thru to implementation and maintenance.

o what was positive about them?
The experiences were beneficial and rewarding to me in several respects from: (1) the opportunity to interact with great individuals with diverse personalities and experiences and learn from them as well as teaching, (2) the opportunity to work on diverse assignments that were challenging and added value to organizations, (3) the opportunity to grow and explore other career paths.

o what was negative about them?

As in all cooperative efforts, there are competing interests and competition for rewards and recognition. Likewise, there are those who don’t carry their weight in project environments resulting in disharmony on teams. Also, there are invariably disagreements, some of which can become acrimonious and affect a team’s ability to perform optimally. 

3) Have you used computational environments that support collaboration?

which ones?
Lotus Notes, Video Conferencing Systems, Knowledge-Based Repositories

briefly characterize your most favorite one?
A consulting firm I worked for had a system based on Lotus Notes that attempted to store the collective knowledge amassed across the firm from its software projects and systems business and then leverage that knowledge to make its consultants in the field more effective on the job.  It made it easier to communicate with individuals on projects one was working on where a problem was encountered that hadn’t been faced before. However, such systems are only as good as the information in them. In highly competitive environments it is hard to get people to share knowledge which they may view as a competitive advantage.
