John Lansing and Gary Knoll

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

Assignment 8: Meta-Design

paper: Fischer, G., Giaccardi, E., Ye, Y., Sutcliffe, A. G., & Mehandjiev, N. (2004) "Meta-Design: A Manifesto for End-User Development," Communications of the ACM, 47(9), pp. 33-37. http://l3d.cs.colorado.edu/~gerhard/papers/CACM-meta-design.pdf
Briefly discuss the following issues:

1. what do you consider the main message of the article?

We believe the main message of this article was that meta-design is a good thing for end-users and it is a good design approach. The article also discussed the balance between user cost and motivations. This seems to be a fine line, and it also seems to be something very important to the entire concept of meta-design.

2. is meta-design for you an 

2.1. interesting concept? why?

This concept is interesting to us because from a design standpoint, the designer doesn't try and create a final product, but instead aims to create something that can grow and change to do its job well. We believe this is a more interesting problem for a designer, and it also creates a more versatile and powerful product for the end-user.

3. what do you consider the major technical and social challenges associated with meta-design?

3.1. Technical

It's difficult to implement a system that is not only easy enough for the end-user to use and learn, but also is powerful enough for the user to accomplish what they want in changing the system.

3.2. Social

The main problem the designer faces in this context is discovering all of the possibilities of things an end-user would want to be able to do to modify the system. We believe this is more of a social challenge than a technical one, because if the designer knew what they were working with, it wouldn't be terribly difficult to implement it.

Another social challenge is that people from different disciplines must have a good understanding of the same problems (domain and technology specific problems on each side of the fence). Sometimes this can be a large hurdle for people to cross because the "other side" may often seem intimidating.

4. describe your own experience with meta-design? in which domains (not only related to computers) do you see interesting applications of the concept?

The course page's Swiki environment is something that we both have some experience with. It is a tool to help us design our own web pages. It works quite well and is very easy to learn. Another application that we are both familiar with is the Microsoft IDE Visual Studio. It is a program that helps us design Windows applications. We have both had fairly good experiences with it and we believe it is a very powerful tool.

One interesting domain that we have seen meta-design applied to is that of toys for children. More specifically we would like to discuss LEGO building blocks as an interesting implementation of this idea. The children are somewhat limited as to what they can build by the shape of the blocks, but they are easy to work with and are easy to learn how to use. The children in effect are given tools to create their own toys, whatever that may be, and then they get to play with it. If they don't like something about it they can change a block here and there until they are happy with it, or they can completely start over. It is also interesting to see that sometimes LEGO sets are sold with specific pieces and instructions. It would be interesting to see if kids prefer these types of very specific sets compared to their own unique creations.

5. pick one system of your choice and analyze its meta-design aspects and capabilities? (e.g., Google Earth, Wikipedia, Open Source, Wikis/Swikis, ……. may be interesting candidates)

We will continue our analyses of the LEGO system as a meta-design system for toy creation. The biggest limit of the system comes from the set the user buys. Each set has specific types and amounts of pieces. If you are looking for a specific piece and it is not in your set, you may have to make some compromises, or spend more money to accomplish your task. LEGOs can often prove to be a mess once the user is done playing with them. Also, after a toy is created using LEGOs, the toy is often very limited in what it can do. It is often very difficult to create anything of significant complexity.

Some good things about LEGOs though are that they really allow a child to create any kind of toy they want. While the sets that you can buy are very specific, there are a good amount of varied sets available for purchase. Another great thing about LEGOs is that nearly anybody of any age can figure out how to use them and gain some enjoyment out of them. LEGOs grow up with their users so that more intelligent users can create more complex "toys."
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