Working Towards Community Appropriation
We are part of a large group of people from academia and industry working on the Mobile Bristol project; an experimental test-bed for technology and user value research in pervasive mobile media. We are interested in how this emergent technology can be used to enhance the ways in which people experience and interact with their physical environment and with each other in urban and public spaces. To explore our ideas we have initiated a variety of collaborative projects that have taken place out in the ‘real world’ rather than in the research lab, all investigating the potential application of the Mobile Bristol technology and furthering the development of the software, hardware and supporting infrastructure. 

Each of the projects has involved a number of external partners. We have worked with artists, musicians, writers and other “professional” content producers on the project collaborations. These collaborations have taken place throughout the development of the software and hardware, and have generated useful feedback into the development of the authoring toolkit (and still do so). Most of the collaborations have involved the external partners working closely with one or more members of the mobile Bristol team to develop an experience that is then available to end users in a public experiment of some sort, whether as a one-off event, or over the course of a few weeks, in an attempt to get feedback from as many different voices as possible. So we have feedback from the authors as users of the software, and audience as end-users of the experiences the authors have created.
Our general approach is to put the developing technology into the hands of as many potential users as possible and then encourage them to be creative with it. This informs the next phase of the development as well as enabling the users to have a better understanding of the concepts and an informed opinion of the potential applications.

So, for example, when working with a class of 36 schoolchildren as creative producers using the authoring software, we ran a series of workshops with them, designed as a three-phase process


The first phase did not raise the issue of technology with the children but asked them to explore and engage with a piece of urban space next to their school. 

The second phase began with the introduction of the technology and was followed by the children creating their own located mediascapes using sounds of their choice or making. 


The third phase asked the children about the potential value of the technology and its implications for their mobility and spatial practice.

We tried to encourage the children to express their opinions and to be aware that we were working with them because we valued those opinions. We also tried to respond to their comments as quickly as possible, not only to show that we respected their opinion (especially when echoed by other children) but that they could have an influence on the development of the software. One obvious example was them asking for some sort of clearer image on the interface to the handheld we were using as it did not have a map, so we added the location of the gate to the school park as a landmark to orient them selves by.

Although ideally we would aim for participatory design methods, we do not see that that is what we have done. If you use Druin’s typology of design roles [1] the children’s role was that of informants about the future potential for the technology, and this was deepened by the preliminary activity in which they engaged with the physical space and were given full creative responsibility for their own soundscapes. The extension of the workshops over ten weeks did mean that, when we came to interview them about the potential role of the technology in their wider lives, they had a fuller experience of soundscapes and had had time to discuss them between themselves. 

We have always had a long term plan to explore the effects of this technology on children’s spatial practice. The problem for the team is that the infrastructure does not exist to conduct this work in the wider environment outside the school. The team’s work in this area faces an ethical dilemma. If our interests are in the impact of these technologies on children’s spatial practice then they should, at some point, enable adult-free exploration of the technology within the urban environment over time. Such work would immediately raise issues of children’s safety and so our work has, to date, been conducted through adult-supported workshops which introduce the children to technology and, through a series of activities, seek their views on the technology and its application.

The workshop has enabled children to conceptualize the digital augmentation of physical space and to self-author within an outdoor space. A window of opportunity exists to influence the shape of emerging technology infrastructures and the use to which they can be put and the team wishes to ensure that the issue of child mobility and engagement with the urban environment is on the agenda. The team is now planning further work with a group of children from the same school and their use of the wider city spaces now being connected up in the Mobile Bristol infrastructure. 

We have used the same approach when working with a group of senior citizens, namely to introduce the technology after discussion of ideas, and once it has been used to create and experience a mediascape, we can then discuss the potential applications. 
Both the children’s and the adults’ workshops identified a desire to give feedback to others on various aspects of their neighbourhood. The children identified hazards, areas of safety or places that they felt threatened, that they would want to warn people about, and also places that they felt their parents would like to warn them or remind them not to go to. In a related way, the seniors often identified locations that they felt were eyesores or becoming derelict and that should be dealt with by local government. 

As a direct result of these themes or urban engagement that have emerged from our workshops, we are applying for funding for a project (related to the existing ones) that will use the same mobile technology over a period of time (2 years) and run ongoing workshops to explore the interrelationship between located digital community narratives and local participation in civic life. This will involve us in facilitating workshops where people can build their own applications, create their own content, and define their audiences. The research role will be facilitation, enable, observing and analysing the following:


The appropriateness of the technology for the particular need of the group

The ways in which people use it


What content is produced


Where it goes – developing a feedback mechanism into the wider community/council.
Our current way of working with groups is to have a high ratio of technical support for creating media content and building mediascapes. Although the technology and its potential usage is conceptually accessible for the purposes of self-authoring (the evidence being what people of all ages have produced and discussed) the authoring software can get in the way. A goal of all our ongoing workshops, with children and adults, is to develop a set of tools that cater for users who have very different sets of requirements, levels of confidence and knowledge of working with ICT. We plan to adapt the existing version of the authoring tool to make it appear less threatening to novice users, as we are aiming for it to be used independently. We are in the process of identifying which are the essential capabilities of the software that need to be in a stripped down basic version for children and for adults unfamiliar with ICT. A simpler or basic set of locative media authoring tools could facilitate community use and potential appropriation of the virtual space surrounding them, as long as the tools for access to and viewing of the virtual space are also made physically and economically accessible.
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