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TCSS 590 – Interactive Design

Writings – Week 11
 Holland – Distributed Cognition
This chapter is a summary of distributed cognition, which is more about functional relationships between and processes that manipulate elements (people, resources, social constructs) than the individual elements themselves, as in traditional cognition models.  Thus the individual unit of analysis in distributed cognition extends beyond the mental models in an individual’s brain, and extends into the external including processes that depend on social, temporal, or cultural factors.  A short discussion of ethnography techniques useful in distributed cognition is included, along with a framework for research.   Examples of the use of these ethnographic techniques, such as in ship navigation and airline cockpits, as well as the Pad++ software system for organizing a multiscale workspace are included.
Kaptelinin – Activity Theory in a Nutshell
This website expounds on basic
REACTION STATEMENT
I was particularly struck by the discussion of Distributed Cognition and the notion of the extended mind.  This immediately reminded me of the movie Memento, where a person with short-term amnesia used a collection of notes and tattoos to represent his stored knowledge in order to tell himself things in the future.  This is similar to what I do when I work with many technologies.  All I have to do is be aware of the specific technology, its (dis)advantages for solving particular problems, and where to look for examples/documentation.   In a sense, this consolidation of knowledge into meta-knowledge is consistent with the distributed cognition theory principle that “people offload cognitive effort to their environment wherever practical”.  This is further expanded to say that people have offloaded knowledge to the internet, and we use/remember interfaces to that data (bookmarks, search engine keywords).  
But this doesn’t just include knowledge, it includes relationships.  Seen from some sense, our brains can be seen as a group of distributed processors that are loosely connected and informed of each other, thereby creating a distributed cognitive system.  Likewise we can extend this to our body as a distributed system, as we do not need to “think” about regulating our blood pressure.

On an even more distributed scale, DNA is adaptable, distributed information, that also makes sense only within the context of an ecosystem (individual species are not “fit”, they are “fitting” within a particular ecosystem).  The great thing about these systems is that they are not directed by a single processing entity in command and control operation, but rather, as a highly distributed, adaptive system dependent on local knowledge and relationships.  Even bacteria can are masters at coordinating cooperative endeavors through biochemical communication for distributed information processing.

indeed, all organisms including bacteria, can sense the environment and perform internal information processing for thriving on latent information embedded in the complexity of their environment (again that the mind of the system is dependent on its environment).
Let us back up to consider the whole human interacting within some context; as sociological system are also dependent on local knowledge (culture) and relationships (people you can interact with) and adaptive (people change as settings and their knowledge changes, as does history influence the present).  Our language is dependent on the fullness of the environment, as we map words onto the environment and onto the environment’s processes (e.g. no word for pay if all things are shared in a given culture). Therefore, when a person such as a designer is trying to learn about a new environment or culture or locale, then language and thought takes on a cognitive Cambrian explosion.  Similar explosions occur during technological or paradigm shifts.
