Assignment 5: Human Computer Interaction, Human Problem Domain Interaction, and High-Functionality Applications
Praful Mangalath
The article pushes adoption of a more human-centric approach to design in computing. Given my obliviousness to HCI my initial reaction was that it seemed fairly biased and dated for something written in 2001. A little prodding revealed that such Jacobinic measures were vital at the time for these ideas to be taken seriously and mature the HCI community from a restricted special interest group looking at human factors in computer systems to a point where it has spawned an industry of conferences covering everything between Cognitive Ergonomics and Human-Robot Interactions (Annual SIGCHI Conference, http://sigchi.org/conferences/).
I thought the section problem interaction, the polarization of the ‘luddites’ (science community) and the ‘literati’ (arts and humanities), was interesting and although I don’t think that it’s quite as dire as “losing the ability to communicate on any plane of serious intellectual endeavour” the author is spot on when it comes to the same applied to academic institutions. The idea of a renaissance team is one that is gaining momentum with institutions redefining the traditional hierarchy. Carnegie Mellon recently setup the first Machine Learning Department, http://www.ml.cmu.edu/ - this is quite significant given that the field itself quite nascent and being highly diverse on the applied front fits in with the death to renaissance theme. I was looking at similar programs at our University, specifically ATLAS ( Alliance for Technology, Media and Society) – isn’t this designed in ways to harbor ‘mediocre generalists’? The program is unique in that it offers an ‘independent’ self-contained interdisciplinary degree. Other collaborative programs (microbiology/cognitive science/linguistics/mems) are certificate based contingent upon covering extra mutually exclusive credits in the particular department.
"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."

The reason the mouse-screen-keyboard model is doing so well is that it serves the basic functionality John/Jane Doe requires to typeset their documents, crunch numbers, play a little Tetris and go home. It is also a familiar interface and although I would like to be using the interface from Minority Report my applications haven’t evolved to a point where I would actually need that. Niche devices/interfaces are already filling in requirements where interaction beyond the keyboard is a necessity (pen tablets – http://www.wacom.com/productinfo/index.cfm for illustrators, environments that supports integration of physical and virtual models in architectural planning (InterSim, http://l3d.cs.colorado.edu/systems/EDC/roadmap/intersim.html)) but beyond this cost is a restrictive factor in changing th current model for regular computing. The replacement of the desktop as a networked entertainment portal in the recent years will have implications on how this might span out – Apple’s Front Row, Microsoft’s Media Center and MythTV for Linux already shift this focus onto the trusted remote control.  There has also been significant improvements in the desktop GUI – Apple’s Aqua, Microsoft’s Aero and Compiz/Beryl in Linux support 3D interactivity but for the most part serve little functionality beyond eye-candy. A practical solution that places emphasis on being human-centric I suspect is from the Author’s research group at the University of Toronto ( Bumptop, http://bumptop.com ) and aims to “enrich the desktop metaphor with expressive, lightweight techniques found in the real world”. A demo is available at:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M0ODskdEPnQ 
"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?"

As problem domains become increasingly complex – collaboration between fields with intersecting benefits will be the only solution. It has existed on a different level since the inception of computing machines – if a econometrician wanted to crunch data on a mainframe he went out and found a Unix wizard to maintain and support his research only now problems tend to be more complicated and diverse with machines being simpler to operate so the problem domain interaction becomes more of a give-and-take relationship between experts in different fields.

