I prototype! Drops of avoided problems and discovered solutions
Here I am once again to talk about design. The idea now is to document the proccess of designing an application which is supposed to help with material selection. I'm designing the interface, with the precious assistance of prof. André Canal Marques and prof. Celso Scalestksy, both excellent designers. The project beleongs to Unisinos, and, we hope that in a few months we have something concrete to show :0)

Well, material selection is a huge huge subject. There are people who take their master degree on it (like prof. Marques did). You have to know a little Chemistry and lots of Engineering. Put simple, one of the goals is to come with the answer to the question: "what should it be made of?". There are lots of variables in this question, and to design an application  which is supposed to assist in this choice, you have to know them.

The point is: I just dont have the time... I can´t become an specialist in a few weeks. Nor can become specialists in interface design the  designers who are assisting me . So, how do we do?

We prototype! Of course, there were previous meetings for me to have a deeper contact with the field, to know sucessfull cases and to check what are our neighbours doing. Some of the important things I learned was that:

1. Registering a material takes a long time. There are lots of values to assign to the material.

2. There can be two material with the same chemical composition, but with different properties.

3. There are books and softwares who can give you the value of a property, for some materials. For example, you can have the data for a polyethylene. But, if the manufacturer chages the proccess of making this polymer, the properties given by the books/software wont apply.

4. Sometimes, the manufacturer give you a sample of the material, but wont give you the full description. Sometimes they say: "you can check on our web site".

5. There are properties that are not relevant to describe some materials.

I was also told that the material library had a card model to record data. I also received a copy of this card model.

After those meetings, I started with paper n´pen models. The idea is to draw a basic layout, try out some functionalities and see how they "behave" together. And it allready saved me a lot of work and gave me some good ideas :0)



Figure 1. The very first drawings

For example: the "Type" screen. Each material can be classified according to its type. But there isnt only one taxonomy for it, there are more than one. In fact, these taxonomies take into account different aspects of the material (like their chemical composition, for example). So, we´re using the same that is used by the (physical) material library. I was drawing it (fig 2, on the right) and then I thought: "hey, can´t a polymer be natural? like, proteins are natural..." So I drew the screen that´s in the left side on fig 2. I showed it to prof. Marques, who said "well, it´s true, but in this classification system, a material is assigned to only one type". Ok, I said.



Figure 2. How can types be assigned?

The second example of a benefit from using this "prototype" technique has to do with the task of entering a new material registry. As you can see in figure 3, there are sensorial properties (topmost left), engenneering properties (rightmost) and a overall view (bottom left) of some commom (frequently used) properties. As they were duplicated in the "engineering properties tab", I thought that maybe the system could use the "engineering properties" to generate the "overall view", which is important for the user. "Yes, it´s a good idea", my coleagues said. It will be implemented :0)



Figure 3. A sample of the properties a material can have.

Follwing this line of reasoning, I thought: "hey, I might improve the task even more, and make it faster, if, given the type, the system can recognize some default properties". The answer was: "yes, it´s possible, it´s plausible and it´s a good idea. But it will take some time to compile it to you".

The thing is: for cheap paper and pen, and for a one-hour-drawing-session, I got to know the apllication and the task much better.

You should try it :0)

