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The thesis process has driven me through an obstacle course involving uncounted shares of re-evaluation, re-strategizing, re-imagining, and second-guessing. As it should -- ie. no complaints. The most significant disillusionment (read faulty assumption) boiled down to what I could build in the time available. I had lofty dreams of creating a whole new file browsing experience. This proved very useful in opening up my research and imagination to different approaches. Not surprisingly this quickly revealed itself to be infeasible on many levels -- beyond my technical skills, but also beyond my level of maturity as an interface designer. Thus began the process of disillusionment. The first step was frustration, or worse: like watching the dream die. But then it came around. Realizing what I couldn’t do turned into a focusing of what I could do, and I could and can still do a lot. This revised project goal is not as grand or revolutionary, but it has unique qualities and is a worthwhile exploration.


Feedback in my final presentation was generally positive but there were some important questions and concerns. Critics remarked that providing users with file usage information was potentially very useful, but some did not see the value in visualizing the information. They would prefer simply to search for the information in a very textual way. My first reaction was that maybe my presentation or the sketches for my interface did not demonstrate the usefulness of visualizing the information. Afterwards it also reinforced for me that this interface is not for everyone, though my usability tests for visualization have found many positive results. In both cases, I accepted that the interface needs to be highly refined easily demonstrating its value. I think I had been focusing (and worrying) more on the technical side, without putting enough emphasis on the user scenario and user experience. In more practical terms it means that the interface should use mainly intuitive visual encoding (though this in itself needs defining).


Another question that came up was about the audience or user base for this tool. My idea for the target audience for this tool went through changes as the scope of the project evolved. When I first imagined this project as a comprehensive file browser I was imagining it for a very broad set of users. But as the approach became more specific and less comprehensive. I had tried to define this new user base based on a web survey I had conducted, but since the responses were relatively small (just under 100) it seemed unrealistic to form an audience this way. I think the critics were confused by this. So I’ve come to feel that a loosely defined demographic or categorical definition for the audience is not as useful as an ad hoc one fitting the criteria of my use cases. Meaning it’s probably not realistic to build this for graphic/media designers in their 20’s and 30’s because that group is so diverse in their wants and needs for a file browser. Instead, it makes more sense to define the audience by 1) those that are working with lots of files, and so need a new way to help them manage them; and 2) those that are more inclined to value more visual displays. This also comprises a diverse set -- some are designers, architects, programmers, etc. -- but not all members of those groups are likely be interested in this tool. If I were to build this for one group it would become a very different project, and to some extent it has already been done in similar ways -- such as with Adobe’s Bridge. This is a practical and function tool and people will not be drawn to it because it is made for designers or programmers but because it helps them ind files faster.

Since the final presentation in the Fall I have worked mainly on research and technical development. The purpose of the research was to round out my knowledge of visualization as medium and interface to give me more insight into making my tool as intuitive and therefore usable as possible. So I looked at the more cognitive and perceptive aspects of visualization, mainly in Colin Ware’s updated edition of Information Visualization (Ware, 2004) and a couple of academic studies (Tory and Moller, 2004; and Petre et al 1997). So I now have a more solid concept of the use cases I am using, and the need for feedback and immediately responsive data manipulation. 


I spent a lot of time struggling to develop the technical side of this project. I had the goal of constructing a prototype of the user interface by mid-January. I decided to build the prototype in Java because I have a powerful visualization library to work with (called Prefuse), and this platform would be useful for the final project, but I am relatively new to Java. I have done enough programming that I am quite comfortable with its syntax, but the architecture has been difficult and I was expecting more support from the Prefuse toolkit. So I have made some progress but I still have a lot of work to do for this UI prototype.


Constructing the file usage listener has not been a priority lately, but I have been researching technical solutions. In the Fall I had first seen the potential of a file system listener with a Unix-based tool (fs_usage), however this tool would probably not be able to accurately listen to enough of the information I need to log. Some developers I had talked to suggested I look into some of the Apple developer system tools. The Mac OS 10.4 file system included some components that actually would help facilitate listening, and this was even further developed in the recent OS 10.5 file system
. One of these components is the Kernel Authorization subsystem which allows for comprehensive but unintrusive listening. I recently discovered a sample of code (KauthORama) that takes of advantage of the subsystem, and I hope to be able to modify this into a logging system.

Moving forward the most important thing is to get a working prototype of the user interface in Java. I hope to have something functionally testable by the end of January. Guiding me through the ongoing development phase I will keep in mind the following questions:
What do people need from a file browser? 

How do people absorb and recall visual and spatial information?

What visualization techniques lead to faster file finding?
The end result of this project is Tamer -- a desktop application that gives users a new way of quickly finding files based on the way they use them. The user is able to scan visually through usage information such as the most opened or modified files in a given folder and over a specified time period. The interface offers both a quick summary view and a detailed historical view. In terms of technology it is a two-part application: 1) a back-end listener recording file usage, and 2) a user-facing interface for finding and exploring files based on usage data. The listener will likely be built in Objective-C creating a log in XML format. The user interface will be built in Java with the Prefuse library. Users who are regularly using and managing lots of files will have a new tool for finding files that complements methods already offered by standard file browsers and search tools. This is not an application to reinvent file browsing, or replace file browsers and search tools, but simply to add to it powerful and sensible functionality
.
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� To look at the level of detail available in file system listening one can open Instruments (a Mac OS 10.5 application). This application however takes an application-centric approach to listening, as opposed to a file-centric approach that I am exploring.


� Examples of usage tracking are used all across web applications in a communal environment such as publicly displayed page views. And it is more common to see this kind of information visualized: Google Analytics, Google Trends, Infosthetics.com, etc. A desktop example is ‘play count’ in iTunes. 





1
1

