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1. Reaction to Don Norman.

I read this article as part of the “Intro to PhD” course curriculum. After rereading this article, my thoughts on it are relatively unchanged – that is, Don Norman brings up various relevant points with regards to the culture of “stealing liberally” and a traditional overemphasis on attaining good grades. The majority of coworkers at my previous job were graduates from smaller Universities and had decent grades – not necessarily 4.0’s. In fact, when recruiting, we looked at previous industry experience as a far more relevant barometer of future performance than perfect grades. I have found that in industry, having smarts is only one of the many attributes that makes a desired employee – other important factors include diligence, adaptability, communication skills, a willingness to help others, patience, and a general lack of conceit.
I feel that in academia the desired skill set is somewhat different: there is more emphasis on grades, self-motivation, and past publications. Yet it is still considered important “who you know and who knows you”, how well one networks with peers, and a willingness to leverage and expand on the work that others have already completed.

2. Personal Experience.

Collaboration has played a tremendous role in my educational and vocational experiences. For example, I was particularly drawn to courses like Software Engineering, Senior Design, Computer Graphics, and the like – courses that relied heavily on groupwork and task delegation. Courses that did not appeal to me were Operating Systems, Algorithms, and others where independent coding was the emphasis.

My biggest qualm with the PhD – this is personal opinion – is that it encourages independent research over teamwork and project management. One of the joys of being a software engineer in industry is that there are way too many things to do for “independence” – technical writing, coding, verification & validation, build execution, regression, project management, change management – and we are all forced to embrace the fact that we as individuals cannot handle the burden of releasing a product on our own. However, as a group, we are capable of harnessing the smarts of the collective in deploying and maintaining a quality product. This knowledge requires some element of “letting go” – dependence on other teams and coworkers to get stuff done – but the actuation of a group working well together is a thing of beauty.

3. Computational Environments.

One environment, particularly, that encourages collaboration is Software Configuration Management. This is realized in products like Subversion and CVS and PVCS Version Manager. For larger groups in an industry setting, the successful maintenance of version control requires open communication. For example, if three people need to work on the same file – perhaps for different purposes – there is a need to get together and discuss the changes that each person is going to implement. Coordination is a key here – otherwise you’d have people checking out files and overwriting existing changes, or worse, implementing changes that conflict with changes other group members are implementing. Needless to say, realizing that you overwrote someone else’s changes after-the-fact is a practice in seeking forgiveness.
