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Assignment 1B: Thesis Project Ideas

1. An extensible, multi-platform flashcard system to be used as a memorization aid. Because memorization depends on repeated exposure, it would be designed to expose the user to his/her information frequently and pervasively, but not invasively, as he/she goes about his/her day—OS X dashboard widget, iGoogle widget, iPhone app, Windows gadget, screensaver—offering lots of opportunities for microstudy. The main interface would be web-based, with perhaps an additional offline client. The system would utilize an algorithm to determine which cards to display; the more the user demonstrates mastery of a given card, the less often it appears for review. Support could be added for dynamic material, such as phone numbers or email addresses from an address book, as well as auto-generated material such as math problems or numbers in foreign languages. Users could create card sets and share them in a catalog on the website; perhaps with a wiki-like editing scheme to correct errors. Once the user gets in the habit of microstudying (or studying in conventional concentrated sessions), practically anything entered into the computer can be memorized.

2. Closely related to #1, or perhaps part of #1, an engine that takes sets of information and places them in human-friendly forms — both interactive (a client-side app or screensaver that facilitates browsing through the “cards”) and non-interactive (a tool to generate PDFs for booklets, printed cards, wall-size posters, etc).

3. The calendar to beat all calendars. For people who organize most of their lives’ information temporally and spatially, as I suspect I do, the existing calendar offerings are useful—iCal + iPhone, Google Calendar, Outlook—but none has stuck. Problems include:

a. Not much, or awkward, support for multimedia, such as image scrawlings, sounds, icons, etc

b. Tasks often do not appear spatially on the calendar along with appointments

c. Could use a means to informally “plan” time to prepare for tasks or appointments

d. Not much, if any, support for different fonts, sizes, etc. to communicate meaning

e. Awkward to adapt to many kinds of temporal uses, such as journaling, time billing, etc.

f. Could embrace more diverse and natural views, such as an endless-month display or a conventional planner’s two-page treatment of a week

4. A website and database that sources images of clocks from Flickr and displays them on a user’s local device, such as a wallpaper, screensaver, iPhone screen, digital photo frame, etc., according to the current time. Possibly implement by sourcing from group(s) such as “Clocks of the World,” then building a parallel database containing my own metadata. A similar idea exists at The World Clock Project (worldclockproject.org), but this does not presently support displaying images locally, and the metadata—which is stored in Flickr tags that are only editable by the photo’s owner—is often wrong and cannot easily be corrected.

5. (Educational) An interactive guide to the basics of horology, comprising an overview guide to the kinds of clocks (and watches?) built throughout history, by place, by time, and by maker, and illustrating the various parts of clockwork. Users with an unfamiliar clock may be able to identify it by answering a series of diagnostic questions about it, and from there, if the clock is not already working, be led through some elementary troubleshooting steps to get it working. This would have fixed content and focus on the interactive and aesthetic infographic qualities of the presentation.
6. Perhaps as part of the above, an interactive physics simulator that demonstrates the various ways clocks (and other machines?) work. Users can experiment with different loads, balance types, speeds, etc., to see how it affects the effectiveness of the clock (or other device).

7. An immersive music visualizer that embraces music-to-color synaesthesia, with an interface that allows such synaesthetes to select the right colors before the music plays. Perhaps install in immersive gallery space with a digital piano. Allows others without synaesthesia to have a similar experience.

8. Gallery space that displays RSS feeds in some kind of interactive way — perhaps when users approach a given item, similar items appear. Could integrate with Google News.

9. A web-based tool that visually analyzes uploaded PDFs or JPGs and makes suggestions about violations of design principles, so as to educate users about the core principles of graphic design and how to leverage them to communicate more effectively. Alternatively, a competitive Flash game that asks users to “design” things and scores them according to an analysis of the arrangement of elements (is this objectively possible?) so as to educate on the principles of design as well.

10. A web-based interactive platform for designing flyers. Given pieces of text and priority, and perhaps images, it would generate an aesthetically pleasing flyer or poster design set in typefaces and colors of the user’s choice. Might incorporate some custom typefaces. Allows user to export the flyer as an image or PDF, or perhaps integrates with a printing service.

11. Similar to, or part of, the above: a Flash-based interactive site that builds infographics—either interactive or static—based on a feed of information. Users’ built infographics can be kept and displayed in a gallery on the homepage, and users can export the infographics they build in a format of their choosing.

12. Similar to the above, an interactive application that dynamically generates infographics in the style of subway maps, given sets of relational information.

13. An interactive website that works like a Facebook for elected officials, so that people may more easily compare candidates’ positions and activities, and thus make more informed decisions about whom to choose. Perhaps integrate with Wikipedia.

14. A sort of concierge application that runs on a dedicated computer or digital photo frame in the user’s home, allowing quick access to information needed to orient oneself in the morning—weather, news, appointments, etc. (Does this deliver any further value than, say, iGoogle or the OS X dashboard?) Perhaps displays a variety of Flash clocks, or serves as a physical application of the Flickr-clock idea.

15. A web-based music system that interfaces with MIDI instruments on the user’s local computer. Could support music tutorials, competitions, or online multitrack recording similar to GarageBand—perhaps in a collaborative environment. Considering the very low bandwidth necessary to transmit MIDI information, I wonder just how possible it would be to “jam” with others in real time. A quantization and/or offset feature would likely be necessary in playback of recordings of jam sessions.

16. An interactive interface to present the various types of beer, coffee, and/or wine. For me at least, the experience of trying these beverages is hit-and-miss, as I neither know what to expect nor understand a given example’s place in the whole, and therefore don’t know what to try next. Could support accounts that allow a given user to keep track of the types of beverage he/she has tried and rate them; perhaps the site could then suggest other examples he/she may like.

17. An interactive job description map. Today, especially in creative and intellectual careers, lots of formal positions have many things in common, and it is not always easy for a prospective worker to stay on top of all the positions he/she may be interested in pursuing. Perhaps these positions may be categorized in a database, along with tags or other metadata that allows drawing relationships between job descriptions by similarity, so they may then be presented in a Flash-based interactive map that can be explored by clicking nodes to center them and read their descriptions. Could also make use of an informal Myers-Briggs, Strong Interest Inventory, or other personality test to make personalized suggestions about where to start one’s browsing of the map. Could also perhaps integrate with job-search sites such as Monster.com to provide a realistic display of relative demand, starting salaries, etc.

18. Interactive guide and/or Flash game about starting a business. Takes into account the laws and procedures practicable in various states in the U.S., and may expand to international considerations. Possible topics to cover: legal paperwork, expected fees, tax materials, copyright and trademark registration, protecting assets, financial issues.

19. Web-based interactive multitrack sequencer, which can be used not only to build small musical bits and export them in useful formats (MP3? MIDI? Ringtone?), but also to teach the principles of musical composition (repetition, inversion, etc.).

20. Interactive recipe website which, given available ingredients, suggests meals and generates preparation instructions. Could compare to a database of pre-existing recipes, or build dynamic suggestive ones on the fly based on a measure of “compatibility” between given ingredients. For instance, if given peas, pasta and rice, it would know that only one of the starches should be used, see the stronger “compatibility” between peas and rice, suggest preparing the two, and point out the best prep order according to prep time, ingredient type, etc. (steam rice first, then combine peas).

21. (Storytelling) An animation with landscape and characters built out of type, as well as speech and ideas and onomatopoeic sound effects being made visible and interacting physically with the characters in the story.

22. A digital equivalent of refrigerator-magnet letters or words, but with a semantic quality, allowing words to resolve themselves and initiate actions (translate, etc), or for math problems to compute. Alternatively, a sandbox of such “magnetic words” that is then statistically analyzed on a central server to provide a crowdsourced insight similar to sites like We Feel Fine

23. A client application or browser plugin that attempts to judge the mood and/or stress level of the user, and with this information, either adjust the environment to suit the mood (e.g. suggest break times) or report anonymously to a central server to crowdsource an average reading of the mood of the Internet

24. A website or interactive local application (probably Flash-based, or OS X widgets etc) that allows building visual gauges and aligning them to any available data source to provide human-friendly spatial readouts.

25. Something having to do with webcomic mashups utilizing the OhNoRobot transcription database.

26. Interactive website to explore various colors, pleasing color combinations, and uses. Perhaps analyzes sources of images (Flickr, deviantArt) to display inspirational ideas or images with the same average color as the selected color. If displayed statically, as in a widget or screensaver, it could adjust hue with the time of day and display colors and/or found images appropriately.

27. A system similar to the Philips backlit TV, which takes the average color of the items on the user’s monitor and applies the appropriate color to the user’s background and/or to a bank of lights behind the computer screen.

28. An interactive guide to car models by dashboard—after all, any site can show a prospective buyer the exterior, but the dashboard will dictate most of the user experience, and it is not always easy to find images of same. May integrate with a site like Flickr, and could also present similar cars according to parameters such as gauge type, orientation, color, typeface, etc.

