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The Problem
For Informatics students working on group projects there are often times where one large scale task needs to be completed (e.g. a final paper), but there are many smaller tasks along the way that need to be completed so that this large task can be finished.  What proves to be difficult is visualizing how all of the parts come together.  One person may not see the importance of their piece as opposed to another piece and they may not work as hard on it or even turn it in late.  However, buy doing so, this causes a problem for the other students in the group.  They are then missing a part of the puzzle that they need to complete their end task.  But, if there was a way for each person to see how their part of the puzzle interacts with each other, there may be less late turn-ins and shoddy work on the part of fellow team members.

The Context
The context for my solution is in an academic collaborative group setting.  This setting could be for a group project, or even for a pair of students working on a class project together.  This device would not be useful for an individual student seeing as they are the only person working on the project.  The proposed design really is beneficial for larger groups that have a tendency to have a less frequent meeting schedule and where the time to complete a task is not very long.

The location of this device would most likely be beneficial on a large screen display (e.g. a plasma screen).  This is so that every member of the group can see the screen and has the chance to interact with it.  Because the purchase of a large screen display is often not practical for students, this device would be best purchased and maintained by a school or department.
In order to be contusive to the group atmosphere, this display should be physically located in a place where participating as a group is contusive.  This could be in a room specifically designed for group interaction or some other room that can be used for group meeting purposes.  Also, this device is best used in these places because the distraction level from those around the students in the group would be much less.  Having the students in a room as a group would be more contusive to group participation as opposed to having the large screen display located in a larger lab or communal setting.

I feel that it is important to have this located in a group setting because privacy on what groups are working on, as well as how the group members focus is very important. Therefore, having this display act as a place where “people bump into digital information” (Churchill 2004) is just not an appropriate use. However, on a different perspective, we do aim to have this device be used by many people and to have it be a place for “information staging” (Churchill 2004). That is, a place for information to be prepped and prepared to be moved on to another stage.

The Content
Being a system that will be used by students in an academic setting, this display will show information that is prevalent to the group.  This information could be document outlines, images, etc… The possibilities are quite endless to what a group could require and need for a group project.  However, the difference in this display from other displays, for example Dynamo, is that it is there to promote information sharing for a common goal.  This is different than Dynamo’s development to “support multi-user interaction with digital media” (Brignull 2004).  While digital media might be used in the system that I am proposing, it is not the main focus.
The item that I see to be the most commonly shared type on the display is a Word document.  All work that is completed is generally completed in a Word document.  While this could be a gross generalization, from the author’s perspective this is what his experience has leaded him to believe.  In any case, it will be important that people can view and understand the correlation of various aspects of the project as they are outlined on the screen.  This could be done by linking files in a sequential order or just outlining them in a specific order on the screen.  The options really can vary depending on who is working with the display.
Also, on the screen, there are various users that can be displayed.  Since it is important for users to know what their tasks are after a meeting is over, each user will have an icon on the screen.  These icons can be headshots, avatars, or just some other pre-selected user image.  The idea is that each user will have a personality within the system.  This personality will be stored on the system that the large screen display software runs on.  The information in the profile can be as basic as the user’s name and e-mail address.  The e-mail address is important because this is how all of the data is sent out after the session is closed.  Each user will get an e-mail with attachments and a note on what is require of them to do, what is dependent for them to do it, and when it is due.
The Control

The icons previous outlined are also integrated with what users are actively participating on the system.  Using a green light to signify that the user is actively logged into the system and interacting with it and red to signify otherwise.  Users will be able to control the system via two means:

1. Wireless Keyboards or Mice (similar to Dynamo)

2. Remote Login with laptops (also similar to Dynamo)

I am taking the similar approach to Dynamo for system interaction because I feel that it is important to make the system extensible for various group sizes.  It would be impractical for a group of six people to only have one person in control of the display.  Because of this, we found the control model outlined by Brignull very applicable to our system.

With the addition of the Dynamo model on top of the suggested model above, I feel that this system will provide good group use, even for those who are not able to participate or who choose to abstain from participation.

As with any system that is on a large screen display, privacy becomes an issue.  While there are many scenarios that could be encountered by various users at any time we hope to address a set of privacy issues within our system.

As was mentioned above users have the option to import other users found on the system into their group space.  This can create a problem for users who are inadvertently added to a group space of a group that they do not participate in.  In order to get around this, the user will have to verify that they are a member of that group.  This verification would be completed by e-mail and would be very similar to other online types of e-mail verification.

Once a user is verified into the group, the only personal information that is displayed to the users on the system are the user’s name and their image.  Other information can be released by user as they see fit, but by default the only user information that is released is the username and image.

While the user information is important, so is the information that is being passed during the sessions on the system.  In order to protect the information that the users have on the system each session has to be logged in by a member of the team.  So, a user on another team may know that they use the system, but unless the user knows the login and password of one member of the team, they will not be able to access the team’s information.

But, this also raises up another aspect of the system: information storage.  This system is not designed to store massive amounts of data as a file server does.  So, each team may elect to keep their team space in tact but elect to remove all of the files from that space once they are done using it.  This is done in order to protect the group’s information while at the same time taking a little of the load off of the server.

Evaluation

To prove the effectiveness of such a system an evaluation would need to be carried out.  While many of the papers that we read involved shared displays in public places, this proposes system is more attuned to a shared display in a private space.  This creates a problem with the traditional methods of evaluation that are used in a public space.
To compensate for this public versus private difference, I would evaluate the system based on usage statistics and qualitative surveys of the users that interact with the system.  Firstly, it is important to see if the system is being used.  You want to check when it is being used, for how long, and how many people are interacting with the system at the same time.  Secondly, you want to be able to get valuable information that cannot be obtained by raw data from the server.  To do this, interviews or surveys will need to be completed by those that use the system.  While you cannot force somebody to participate, some incentive will need to be provided.

The information gathered from these two methods will provide us with the numbers of user and the way that they system is being used.  The interviews/survey will also provide us information on how the system can be improved, what challenges they had, and also what successes they had with the system.

This evaluation period would be best served to last over a longer period of time, an academic year would be ideal at minimum.  This duration would provide us with robust information and overtime we can hopefully begin to see patterns of use among the users of the system.

After reviewing the results, I would know that this system did it’s job based on it’s facilitating of group assignments and task dispensing.  That is the main goal of this display and if groups found it useful to help divide up tasks and to see how parts of the information went together, it would be a success.

Conclusion

When working on group projects it is often difficult to see how the various parts of the project come together.  One team member may not see the importance of his part of the project and therefore hold the other group members back.  By providing a system for groups to outline what they are doing, when it is due, and how it affects other parts of the project, better group communication and understanding will arise.  Letting multiple users interact with the system and organizing the information as the group sees fit will not only benefit the individuals of the group, but the group as a whole.
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ReMail

The paper that I selected from the 2004 CSCW proceedings was by Gruen et al.  It is entitled “Lessons from the ReMail Prototypes.” 
This study takes a look at how people interact with their e-mail.  They point out that “97% of workers report using email daily or at least several times each week” (Gruen 2004).  This creates a problem when you are in an environment where e-mail traffic is great.  You can have hundreds of e-mails a day or very few.  It all depends on what you do and how dependent your job is on your e-mail.  What the researches aimed to study was what features would make it easier for people to manage their inboxes.  They saw that people were spending around “49 minutes a day managing email” (Gruen 2004).  This is a lot of time to be allocated to just managing e-mail.
Their solution was a prototype e-mail system called ReMail.  This system had many new features for the time and offered users a better experience when reading their e-mail.  Some of these features were:

· Thread Map – Ability to see related messages.

· Gathered Threads – The ability to see e-mails in a threaded form.

· Thread Highlighting – Highlighting related messages.

· Instant Messaging Integration – Ability to tie in to current IM system.

· Inline Message Previewing – Message is previewed when selected.

· Date Separators – Message list divided by message date.

· Massage Annotation – Like Post-It® notes for e-mail messages.

These features were then moved forward into user trials.  From the user trials feedback was obtained and yet another user trial, on an updated prototype, was completed.  Many suggestions were offered to the creators of the prototype, some were fair and some were just not feasiable due to the nature of the project.  However, in their final prototype they had much better support for all varieties of information sources (POP3, IMAP, NNTP, RSS, Notes E-mail, and Lotus Quickplaces).
In conclusion, the goal of the project was to “reduce problems people face when managing their email, particularly keeping track of information, feeling pressure to respond quickly, and feeling overwhelmed by mail volume” (Gruen 2004).  The researchers also pointed out, with emphasis, that “an effective system should support work that involves email rather than focusing on supporting email work” (Gruen 2004).  This is an important point that the researchers wanted to make.  They wanted to show that e-mail only supports the work that people do, but it should also not be a burden on the tasks that they must complete.  Therefore, the e-mail client that they use should support the goals that they need to accomplish for their work, not the other way around.
Importance to CSCW
This paper provides an important concept to CSCW: e-mail management.  It is all too often that people are just overwhelmed by the quantity of messages in their inbox, and looking into systems to better facilitate this can help alleviate this problem.  The contributions that the authors made can be carried forward into further research in the CSCW field.  They have only begun to open the wealth of available topics when it comes to e-mail in the fashion that they studied it.  It would be interesting to see a similar study be played in out the future to tackle the problems at the time and see how they related to the problems that were raised in this paper.
How it Relates
When looking over the various topics that we read and discussed as a part of this class there is not one that really sticks out in particular that pertains exactly to this topic.  While there were systems, like Sideshow, that had e-mail information as a part of other awareness information, there was not one system that really stood out to take the e-mail information problem like this paper did.
It related to awareness in the fact that e-mail alerts and notifications of new mail enable users to be aware of new message in their inbox.  With the addition of threading and the other various features added in ReMail, the awareness is only increased because the information that the users need to better facilitate their work is better organized for them to view.  By having the user be aware of the new events in their e-mail as well as better organizing, users are then better enabled to interact with their e-mail in a way that was not particularly possible, or at least easy to do, in the past.

Is it a New Theme?
After reading the paper, I can’t really decide if it is a new theme for CSCW.  Not being an active reader of the various articles in the CSCW field, I cannot be certain if this is a new theme in CSCW.  However, I do feel that it is a very important field that should continue to be studied.  As time moves on, I feel that, e-mail will be one of the most important communication tools that one will use is academia as well as in the workplace.  Messages will be sent about meetings, events, or reminders and managing this information will become crucial to staying on top of things.  This theme that was covered in this paper will be very important in discovering how people manage this information and how technology can better aid the gathering and presentation of this information.

Extends What I Know?

While reading this paper I found it interesting to see how many of the features that were outlined in this paper were already in place in the e-mail client I use (Mail.app on OS X).  It just made me wonder on whether or not other developers have looked at this paper and taken ideas from it and implemented it in their own software.  Other than looking at how features that were mentioned in the paper are implemented in e-mail clients now, I can’t say that I have gained any “new” knowledge.  I did not realize how much e-mail is used in the workplace, but I find these things more as facts and not necessarily as something that extends what I know.

Personally, I am one that maybe over manages my e-mail.  I have multiple filters and my mail has become so filtered into folders that only messages that are addressed to me end up in my inbox.  Therefore, to read about many of the different aspects of how people organize their e-mail or what the researchers proposed was not terribly new to me.  But, it was nice to view the reasoning and basis on why these features work.  In this respect, this did extend my knowledge.

Overall, this paper only added to my knowledge of how people use and organize their e-mail.  For the time, I feel that this paper provided a new and alternative method to organize e-mail.  From threading to archiving messages, many of these functions are pretty new.  But, reading the paper in 2005, having used many of these features for over a year, I can only imagine their impact in a larger scope in the years to come.

Conclusion
This paper covered the use of an e-mail client developed by IBM called ReMail.  The goal of this client was to better organize e-mail information and also provide a better way to search and retrieve this information.  While this paper may not be breaking completely new ground in the CSCW field, it offers valuable information to CSCW when it comes to how people organize their information.  The only difference in this paper is that the information being organized is contained in e-mail.
The concepts and functionality that are outlined in this paper are nothing new to me.  I accredit this to the fact that I am often an early adopter of technology.  However, I do feel that, to the public at large, this technology will be very important and crucial as the amount of information disseminated via e-mail increases.
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