Kirill Kireyev

DLC Assignment #7
1. what did you find (articulate the answers in your own words)
1.1. interesting about the article?

The article redefined the measure of progress in information technology systems to be user-friendliness and user-acceptance rather than the more common metrics of size and performance. It also points out the necessary underlying changes in education and collaboration of people making these systems.

I particularly like the analogy of “super-appliances” (e.g. swiss army knife) as a metaphor for the “weak general” tool that the personal computer is currently. 

Also the comparison of the Xerox and Mac workstation to illustrate that very few things have changes over several decades was quite powerful.


1.2. not interesting about the article?

I did not find some of the crucial points very convincing. In particular, I don’t understand why the author thinks that we are currently at (or very close to) the point of “threshold of frustration” with information systems. The over-abundance of reference books in book stores is not necessarily and indication of “malaise in design”. A lot of those books instruct about complex tasks and applications (e.g. take Photoshop® - it’s a very powerful but complicated application, not because of bad design, but simply because of the number of complex operations it can perform). In fact, I would argue that the various complex applications (PhotoShop, AutoCAD) are exactly the “strong specialized” tools that the author argues computer should become! They are simply packaged in the same toolbox (computer).
Another point of disagreement is the claim that “In biological systems, there is a tendency for specialised organisms to win out over generalized ones.”  Don’t the humans, which I consider a more generalized, adaptable species, provide a counter-example? 
In relation to specialization of information systems, I personally would much rather prefer to carry a single device that does many things (serve as a phone, organizer, portable camera) than several separate devices in my pockets. In fact the success of the Palm Pilot®, is exactly due to the fact that it is so multi-functional (i.e. it is an example of a “super-appliance”). Current trends of integrating cell-phones/cameras/music players in various capacities seem to support this.
I did not understand the significance of the chronometer metaphor and the idea of “devices as notation”.

I also don’t understand why the author, in order to support his case, didn’t attempt to analyze existing (albeit timid) trends in computers in the direction that he is prophesizing. There are currently specialized information appliances in use, such as iPod®, Palm® pilots, “smart”cell phones which constitute exactly the specialized tools integrated in the information network that the article claims is the desired goal.
Also weak are the examples (web browse, bar code scanner) that the author presents. The fact that some grandma can operate the radio, but not a web browser is probably due to the fact that she has simply is used to the former but not the latter. It does not mean that we should necessarily shoehorn every new technology (e.g. browser) into the usage paradigm of some existing device (e.g. radio). In fact the web browser itself is incredibly simple, arguably more simple than the radio. The underlying amount and structure of information on the internet is more vast and complex (in comparison to several stations on the radio band), but that seems like a different issue.

The significance of the barcode scanner example escapes me completely. I thought the scanner was supposed be an example of an appliance, but yet it’s treated as part of the “network” invisible to user.

2. what do you consider the main message of the article?
That designing and measuring the progress of information systems should be concerned more with user-friendliness rather than performance.

3. Please comment on the following claim: “Despite the increasing reliance on technology in our society, in my view, the key to designing a different future is to focus less on technology and engineering, and far more on the humanities and the design arts.”

3.1. agree / disagree?
I generally agree with the statement. There are, however, several reservations.

1) What can we evaluate the effectiveness of current interfaces against to appreciate that they are actually ineffective? E.g. how do we know that the current PhotoShop® is a bad interface without having anything radically different to compare it to?
2) In an ideal world, surely pursuing UI design (and the underlying theoretical understanding) is a worthy goal, but in reality we have a limited amount of resources towards developing information systems, and it is not clear which portion of the efforts should go towards UI.
3) Many of the currently popular applications (PhotoShop, TurboTax, iTunes) are very young. So is the current level of abundance of personal computers. Therefore perhaps it is too early to criticize current approaches. What the author is saying about the state of UI may be true, but I believe the improvements that he’s advocating will happen very soon anyway (as electronics becomes more and more affordable and ubiquitos).


3.2. which are the personal consequences which you draw from this statement?
Design computer systems with user in mind.

3.3. are the educational programs you are involved addressing this claim?
Yes, such as the Design Learning Collaboration class.

4. Please comment on the following claim: “Given the much discussed constraints on human ability, how can we expect an individual to maintain the requisite specialist knowledge in their technological discipline, while at the same time have the needed competence in industrial design, sociology, anthropology, psychology, etc., which this essay implies are required to do one’s job?”

4.1. agree / disagree?
I think it is possible to engineers to allocate more time in their discipline towards studying social effects of technology. Current computer science graduates, in particular, are often over-educated in technical issues (e.g. algorithm complexity, etc) and under-educated in the current state of application and user-interface technology. So I think it’s entirely possible to dedicate more time towards the latter without increasing the overall load.

4.2. which are the personal consequences which you draw from this statement?
Computer science education should

1) involve more focus on social issues

2) involve more collaboration (especially with non-technical colleagues)


4.3. are the educational programs you are involved addressing this claim?
Hardly. All of my activity is confined to the engineering building. It is an unfortunate state of current events, as the author points out in the article.

5. Do you feel that the “Design, Learning, and Collaboration” course addresses these two claims?
I believe it tries to, but I would like to see more of it. It’s not enough to simply acknowledge this idea without also attempting to teach ways to accomplish a greater degree of user-awareness and collaboration.
