ENGR 101/HUM 200 Technology and Society

Autumn 2005


“Make It Better” Assignment

The “Make It Better” assignment is an opportunity to creatively and collaboratively think about the current state of technology, how we might improve the function of technology in our lives, and then how to implement some of those changes.

The assignment begins with a series of small activities designed to get you started thinking about the project and working with your group. Later elements ask you to do things like an interim report, data collection, a poster presenting project results, and an evaluation of how your group has worked together. A list of specific assignments and their due dates is below. Some of the assignments will be done individually; some will be done as a group. We will assign groups by the end of this week. Most of the assignment pieces listed below will be written documents of about one page.

The “Make It Better” project is worth 25% of your grade, calculated out of a possible 100 points. The points will be allocated based on the following assignments:

1. “Build a Bridge” assignment. Group assignment. Due October 17. Worth 5 points.

2. “Getting Smarter” exercise. Individual assignment. Due October 17. Worth 5 points.

3. Scope and limitations statement. Group assignment. Due October 28. Worth 10 points.

4. Interim report (includes group working processes). Individual assignment. Due November 7. Worth 5 points. 

5. Data collection exercise. Individual assignment. Due November 14. Worth 15 points.

6. Evaluation of group working process. Individual assignment. Due December 5. Worth 5 points. 

7. Poster for presentation. Group assignment. Due December 7. Worth 25 points.

8. Final paper. Group assignment. Due December 9. Worth 30 points.

Your task is to (1) identify a technology, (2) do background research about the technology and its uses and capabilities, (3) do research about how to improve the design of the object based on criteria you select, and then (4) suggest a redesign strategy/elements. You’ll be working on this project in a group throughout the quarter, and you’ll hand in components of the assignment along the way. These intermediate due dates are designed to help you with the steps of the project and to complete the stages of the project in a timely fashion.

The goal of this assignment is to give you an opportunity to learn about the design process, implement that process, and produce a final design that you communicate to a wider audience. The assignment is also an opportunity to use your imagination, be creative, and think broadly about technology, its users and their purposes, and how technology fits into broader societal structures.

How one makes a technology “better” is a very open question. Something could be better because it meets user needs more effectively. It could be better because of a financial benefit. It might be better because of environmental friendliness. Part of your job is to define what kind of “better” you’ll address and then focus your design efforts around meeting that goal. Early in the project, you’ll want to do an inventory of your current knowledge about your chosen technology. During this stage, be curious. Ask questions -- lots of them. The “Getting Smarter” assignment is part of this process, and this is an individual project (see list above). 

During this project you will collect data of some sort. You might choose to do library research. You might choose to observe actual users. You may want to interview current or prospective users of your technology. Whatever kind of data you collect, make sure you include the data, and a discussion of how it influenced your design, in the final product that is handed in.

At the end of the quarter, you will turn in a paper that addresses your redesign. This paper will explain why your redesign would be better for the user population your group selected, and why your redesign makes the technology “better” based on the criteria you selected. This goal of this paper is to communicate how you imagine redesigning or revising your device. The form of this paper will vary depending on your group’s background and interests; you might turn in something that is mostly words, or mostly pictures, or even something that is a mock-up (but with some explanation of design choices). Final products for the project will also include a poster that will summarize your design and present your group’s ideas to the rest of the class. 
