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Personal background
I completed my MSc in HCI at UCL in 2003. Since that date I have worked as a user experience consultant for an agency and now as a free-lancer. 

Position Paper

Academic training needs to prepare students both for a potential career in academia and for a potential career commercially. My position paper reflects my perspective as a practitioner on the role of academia to prepare students for working commercially.
I feel that academia are best placed to prepare students for industry in 5 areas:

1. Encourage critical thinking

Critical thinking should be a hallmark of higher education but students need to be pushed more to think for themselves. They need to step back and think ‘what is the real problem’, ‘what does this information really tell me’. Just getting an answer is not enough.
2. Understand best practice methodologies
It is important for students to understand what methodologies are available and how to apply them. In industry there is always pressure for research to be done faster/cheaper and we need to know the trade-offs and when to push back. Problems occur when research is essentially “rubbish in, rubbish out”. Practitioners need to know what tools are available in their ‘toolbox’ and how to critically apply them.

3. Kick start skills

It is very useful for students to gain an understanding and experience of certain key skills. Working on design projects is a very good way to get a sense of what UCD is, it’s components and some initial experience. Education in skills cannot and should not be about teaching every tool you might ever need. However some experience in some core areas will give confidence and help drill best practice into students starting off.
4. Appreciation of the wider field

HCI is a wide ranging field and people can do very different types of work. It is useful for practitioners to get a sense of areas they could use and learn more about at a later date. For example; social sciences and ethnography, quantitative analysis of surveys. Industry is often looking for new ways to approach old problems.
5. Real life commercial examples

Where teachers have not had commercial experience it is important to have case studies taught by commercial practitioners. Presentations from commercial practitioners should not be sales pitches. They need to be case studies of challenges and approaches in commercial practice. As well as providing a heads-up on the context theories and methodologies may be applied within, hopefully it will also encourage students to take seriously what they are learning because they’ll have to use it one day!
One area which HCI academia should not necessarily concentrate on is general business knowledge. Business understanding is critical commercially but may be suited more to on the job training and experience; e.g. how to write proposals. Providing commercial examples should help give a sense of commercial constraints and context to students before they enter the workforce. 
There are some current issues regarding preparing students for industry

1. Atomisation of approach

Though students need an awareness of different areas of HCI there is a risk of too much of a scattergun approach. That is, showing a little bit of everything but no way to integrate it together. A potential solution could be teaching HCI within a particular framework such as a UCD cycle. 

2. Lack of applicability 

It is very difficult to know how to apply some HCI research. Certain approaches are not suited to the time and resource constraints of commercial work; e.g. in-field research taking months. It is not always clear how research can be applied practically i.e. the ‘so what’ factor. Sometimes a research project seems highly specific to a certain situation or end user, and so does not appear generalisable.
Academia and practitioners post education
I realise this out of direct scope of the work shop, but problems in how academic and commercial worlds interact reflects some of the issues in education, particularly around applicability of research
1. Lack of mixed conferences. Many practitioners do not go to academic conferences such as British HCI as they feel they cannot take away useful insight or information they could directly apply to their work. This is somewhat understandable as academia often seeks to raise high level questions where practitioners often are more interested in answers. However I feel the lack of cross-fertilisation of ideas means HCI ends up somewhat ghettoised – there is a tendency for academics hang out with academics, and practitioners to hang out with practitioners. This feels like a shame when the field is so applied.


2. Lack of research to assist industry. Some areas in usability would benefit greatly from the rigour and time academics could bring to problems; e.g. critically reviewing validity of techniques using experimental studies. 
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