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The experience

The Task and Communication Medium Used
In learning the concept of computer-mediated communications, we were given a chance to experience this hands-on in lab 1.  For this lab, our team of three was assigned to work the video widget related task.  The team was split into even smaller groups comprised of Peter Griffin and Kathryn Tong on team A, Ryan Prins on team B.  

Between the three of us, team A was assigned the persona of a product designer.  This product happened to be a LEGO widget.  Team A has illustrations, manufacturer instructions, and overall understanding of how the widget should look once all the parts are assembled. Meanwhile, team B only has the parts to make an exact copy of the widget.  The goal of this lab is to have team A assist or instruct team B on how to correctly assemble the parts together in order to duplicate this widget.  Team A may use verbal or non verbal explanation necessary to communicate to team B, with the exception of showing team B the actual manufacture pictorial directions.  The total allocated time for this task was 30 minutes.

Methods

Once separated into our designated locations, our team established confirmation of video connection by waving and speaking into the cameras provided in each room.  Each team described to the other the contents of their assigned packets.  At one point, a team A member attempted to ask team B to separate the contents out by colors.  However, this deemed unhelpful since the majority of the parts had the same colors with the exception of four pieces.  Our start time for this task was at 5:40 pm.  

The remainder of the conference meeting involved a lot of verbal description of what each part of the widget looks like.  The most identifiable parts of the widget were acknowledged early on.  Once this was established, the relative positioning of them were probed by team B and answered by team A.   Appropriate praises were given by team A when team B had the parts in the correct position, indicating useful feedbacks (audio cues).  

Team B had a bit harder time understanding instructions after we had gone through putting together the more distinguishable parts of the widget.  At this point, we needed to further describe the parts in detail, as the remainder of the parts appeared very similar to one another.  Team B probed further by referring to the parts by color and dimensions.  This method proved to be quite successful for the rest of the task.  

After the widget is completely assembled, each team took one last step to assure that the correct model was made by describing once again what the widget looks like from their respective ends.  Team A referred to their manufacturer pictorial illustrations to make sure that both models are correct. They had to do this since they had to disassemble their widget as well during the process of describing to team B how parts fitted together.  Once everything was confirmed, we recorded the end time at 5:47pm.

Completion of the task

We finished this task in only seven minutes, and thought that this medium worked out really well for us.  The team distribution also worked out to our advantage.  It was certainly easier to have one person put together a fairly small widget than two. This helped avoid possible conflict due to difference in opinions.  Although we did not delegate any specific responsibility between the “instructors” in team A, there seemed to be little or no conflict in this team.  

Whenever a team member fails to successfully communicate the instructions to team B, the other team member would fill in.  Everyone in this video conference was extremely task oriented.  The time constraint factor could have contributed to this.  During the meeting, non-task related matters were never brought up until the task was completed.  This kept the teams on track the whole time this task was carried out.

Considering the Medium

Challenging Aspects

While the task itself was not difficult to complete, the communication between the two groups over the video teleconference made some parts more difficult than necessary. The main challenges revolved around two main points: video quality, and representation on the screen. These two challenges are broken down further below.

Video Quality

While the addition of the video was a great addition to the process, because it made it easy for members to see each other facial expressions, it was often difficult to make out the small parts needed in our task. It was hard to see the small pieces when they were held up to the screen. This could be overcome by getting closer to the camera, but this was not practical for the majority of the time.

To get around this, when things were difficult to see, a simple question was asked to clarify what was being displayed on the screen. In our instance, the questions always clarified what was seen on the screen. Because of these clarifying questions, we were able to complete our task in a much shorter time than anticipated.

Overall, the video quality was good, but not great. It provided a basic visual representation of what was going on within their location, but not the fine detail that you would expect from a television screen. However, we found this video quality adequate for our task because of the included audio stream. If we were to rely on video alone, this would not have been adequate.

What Did They See?

The video set up was not the same for both rooms.  The designer had a screen in screen option, and opted to use this.  This meant they could see both the builder’s environment and what they were sending to him in a smaller screen. On the other hand, the builder could only see the designers. From the perspective of the builder it was difficult to know what the designers were seeing. That is, what was the builder showing them on the screen? This left the builder to rely on the audio cues from the designers to determine whether or not what he was trying to get across was actually being displayed. For the majority of the time this was not a problem. 

This issue only came up when the builder was trying to verify the pieces that were being called out over the video teleconference. So, the builder kept putting the pieces closer to the camera to give the designers a better view, but it was difficult to know where on the picture the piece was or how clear the image was for them. Again, as above with the video quality, more clarifying questions were always needed to fill this gap of information.

Effectiveness

For the task that we were assigned, using video teleconferencing was a great benefit to our team. Because of the live video being streamed it was easy to see gestures, movements, and the parts (only when described and held up) as was needed during the design process. This helped facilitate the building process greatly and enabled us to complete our task in less than ten minutes.

While there were some challenges, overall the medium was well suited for the task that we were chosen to complete. It is difficult to imagine how much harder it would have been to complete without the audio portion of the medium. Probably the most beneficial part of the entire medium was the fact that there was live audio with the video. It would have been much more difficult if the audio component was not there since the video was not as sharp as needed.

Aspects of Communication Supported

Because this was a video teleconference, both audio and video were supported by our medium. So, many verbal and non-verbal visual cues were used throughout the entire building process. Many times a piece was held up and described by shape and color and at other times it was just described to the best abilities of the designers. Now, while both audio and video were supported, the audio aspect proved to be more beneficial to the process. This was because the audio was in real time and very similar to a phone call. But, the addition of the video only enhanced the audio; it didn’t take anything away from it.

Often during the building process the builder did not even look up at the monitor to see what was happening on the screen. He solely relied on the audio cues from the designers. This use of audio was imperative to the success of the task since the video quality was not of fine enough quality to see the small pieces that were needed to complete the task.

Figuring Out What to Do

From the offset of the task roles were just inherited. Meaning, people just grabbed the roles and took control of them. It took us a longer time to decide how to split our group into teams before the task even began than it did once it started. But, once the task was in full swing there was little second-guessing of those that took charge of a particular task.

Also, at the beginning of the task is where most of the organization took place. This was because both teams were reading the enclosed instructions and then after that, parts were being named off to get the task rolling. It was at this point that the basic set-up of the task was completed and the task was on its way. The set up for the task probably took around a minute or two at best.

Augmenting the Medium

As stated above in the challenges section, the only real problem with the medium was the video quality. Now, as was also mentioned, it would be nice to see self image as it is being displayed to others, but this is not as needed of a change as the video quality is. So, the only change that we would like to see in the medium would be higher video quality. This would provide greater detail when working on smaller tasks, like the one we were assigned and completed. But, for simple tasks that do not require much focused detail this system would have been completely adequate for the task. It was only because small parts were involved that the video quality issue became apparent in the first place.

Considering the Task

Matching Task with the Medium

In general, the task did not specifically match the medium of video teleconferencing.  The video image did play a critical role in the assembly of the widget, and certainly did not detract from accomplishing the task.  There were several important characteristics of the task and medium that show while they were a workable match in our scenario, they are not generally a perfect match.

Characteristics of the Task and Medium

The most important characteristic of the medium in the task of constructing the widget was that of the audio link between the two groups.  Verbal directions and description of the task at hand was how the majority of the information from the designer group to the builder group was accomplished.  The more regular components of the widget quickly gained a standardized nomenclature that was both descriptive and immediately understood between the two groups (“one by two piece”, “two by two piece”, “long black piece”, etc).  Some of the irregular components posed a slight difficulty in coming up with good, commonly understood names, and were either given a slow and precise description to establish exactly which piece was being mentioned, or were given a close-up shot using the video camera.  The audio component of the medium was absolutely critical in the completion of the widget construction task.

The video component of the video teleconferencing medium was helpful to the widget construction task, but completion of the scenario did not hinge on its use.  Since most of the actual directions were carried out vocally, the video was used only in a secondary role of clarification and supplementary description.  The video was too small, and the device too awkward to facilitate a close-up shot of the construction of the widget, so the designer team was left with audio to transfer the majority of the required information to the builder group.  When points of confusion with the verbal description of the construction procedure arose, however, the video did well in clearing up vagueness in word choice or confusing instructions on the part of the builder group.  

Another important reason that the video was underused in the scenario was that both groups were performing localized tasks.  The design group was studying the instructions and construction of their widget, and the builder was busy fitting the widget pieces together.  Both groups were using the majority of their visual attention on manipulating their widget parts, but did not rely heavily on the facial expressions or hand gestures of the other group.

Modifying the Task to Better Match the Medium?

It is not so much a matter of adapting a task to the medium as the assignment seems to suggest; in the real world the task will remain the same no matter what collaborative technology is used.  A more relevant and useful question is of how to change the medium to better suit the task.  Some of the issues that led to a reliance on verbal communication in the construction of the widget are unavoidable, but there are ways of adapting the medium to better suit the task that do not involve inventing brand new technologies or even spending money.

The big advantage that video teleconferencing provides is that each side of the conference being is able to see what is going on in the other.  When a virtual meeting between two groups is set up so that one group can describe in-depth the construction and components of a widget that is lying in pieces on one end and complete on the other, being able to see the faces of the other group is superfluous to accomplishing the task.

A more effective use of the video teleconferencing equipment would be to give a close up view of the table in front of each group.  If the designer group could see the hands of the builders, mistakes could be quickly pointed out and corrected.  If the builder could see the hands of the designer group while it goes through the process of constructing the widget step-by-step, then the audio component may well become of secondary importance!  This issue is not so much about using a screwdriver to pound in a nail, but rather or using the proper end of a hammer to pound in a nail.

Finding Tasks Suited to the Medium

The medium of video teleconferencing, as it was presented to us, is most likely better suited to discussion rather than practical, hands-on tasks.  Though the video component was really quite helpful and handy to have, it is not inconceivable that that the same task could be accomplished via telephone, digital camera, and E-mail (the latter two to allow the designers to give a final verification that the finished product looks as it should).

Related to the Literature

When looking at the literature and how it applies to our task it is difficult to see how some of the research applies. Yes, the research is slightly dated, and the technology that they used is not quite what we are using today, but the concepts are roughly still very relevant to the task and the medium that we were assigned to complete it in.

The piece of literature that best embodies what we had to do was “Portholes: Supporting Awareness in a Distributed Work Group” by Dourish and Bly. The main takeaway from this study that we can apply to our task is that of awareness. Often during our task we needed to be very aware of what the other group was doing. We needed to pay close attention to the instructions from the designers to the builders and vice versa. It was this awareness, through excellent communication, that made our task much easier to complete. Now, while we had a live feed and the interface was completely different than that presented in the study, the concept of awareness was still present in during our completion of our widget task.  It was this awareness that made the delegation of instructing between the designers to the builder easier.  Whenever, one designer gave ambiguous instructions, the other has a chance to observe the builder’s gestures and expressions on screen in order to interject and elaborate.
Also, even though we were merely 50 yards apart, it made the community between the people in the system closer than the distance might make it be. It is a weird phenomenon to see the others on the screen and realize that they are not in the room with you. But, at the same time it also made them feel like they were in the room because you know you can both see what each other are doing.
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