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Introduction: 
Like many iSchools, the Faculty of Information at the University of Toronto integrates a variety of 
disciplinary fields (LIS, Records Management, Information Systems and Design, Critical and Cultural 
theory, Policy, Technology Studies, etc.) and a diversity of institutional foci (libraries, archives, museums, 
universities, government, corporate contexts, etc.) Such diversity is both an asset and a challenge for the 
Faculty as we seek to provide professional and academic training for our masters and PhD students and 
look to engage in collaborative work among faculty members. Importantly, the types of skills and 
experiences that we collectively bring to bear and the kinds of issues and questions addressed by faculty 
and graduate students transgress more than just standard disciplinary barriers. In order to address the 
important social, cultural, and political questions posed by the continuing transformation of information 
practices, the boundary between material and technical work and reflexive, critical, social scholarship must 
be bridged. This is a crucial challenge for iSchools – how do we bring various perspectives, interests, and 
backgrounds to bear while staying connected through an emphasis on common theoretical concerns?  
  

 
[Figure 1: Figure 2 from Faculty of Information, University of Toronto 2004-2010 Academic plan; Smith, 
2004]    
 
Goals:  
One creative solution to the issues presented above is explored by this wildcard session. Using design-
based research on physical computing as an adjunct to critical scholarship, we will elaborate what and how 
values are expressed, debated, and resisted within the development and use of information systems. The 
workshop thus has two goals; first, to critically explore and elaborate some of the shared issues and values 
between iSchool participants; second, to acquaint researchers with some of the possibilities, problems, and 
pedagogies that seek to connect critical reflexive thought and physical, goal-based, material work – what 
we term ‘critical making.’ (Ratto, 2008).    
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the use of an open-source model not only for / systems but for creative work more generally, is a 
strategy  will pioneer for the university as a whole.

Realizing these priorities, therefore, will require a larger intellectual eff ort than  can mount by 
itself. A broad focus is also a consequence of values  and , and the !·-mission. It is required, in 
addition, in order for of to take international leadership on the suite of challenges facing -schools. 
And it is necessary in order that of “get a leg up” on fi guring out its own future, in light of sweep-
ing impending changes to informational practice (of which teaching and research are paradigmatic 
examples). For all these reasons, 
it is essential, in order for  
to achieve and maintain excel-
lence, to develop a plan in two 
stages: (i) formulate a plausible 
“information” strategy for the 
university as a whole, and then 
(ii) identify that portion of the 
whole which  can reasonably 
be expected to shoulder.

Start with the top-level () 
issue of information strategy: in-
formation-based subject matters.13 
Figure  proposes a structure for 
the subject matters of the overall 
“information alliance”14 here be-
ing proposed, in which  will play a major part. + e proposal: (i) adopts prior ities –, (ii) sepa-
rates those  areas in need of explicit nourishing, (iii) integrates the libraries, ar chives, and museum 
programs, and (iv) grounds the whole in terms of a common base of shared intellectual concerns. + e 
areas of primary focus are described fi rst; areas of shared theoretical concern, in §d·i.15

 . Libraries, Archives, and Museums (LAM): As described, a consolidation, refocusing, renewal, 
and expansion (to include museum studies) of ’s expertise in the collection, stewarding, cura-
tion, organization, presentation, management, preservation, and provision of (public) access to diverse 
information collections, resources, and cultural collections—building on historical strengths and per-
spectives, but renewed, re-understood, and reconfi gured for st-century organizations, and for a 
seamless mixture of paper, electronic, digital, and dynamic technologies.

+ e majority of the Faculty’s current faculty members and programs have strengths in this 
area; for some, it is their intellectual centre of gravity. Professional needs in this area are widely 
expected to grow substantially over the next decade, as a generation of librarians and archivists 
retire.16 Increased emphasis on professional qualifi cations of archivists and curators will also lead 
to substantial future hiring growth in both museums and archives.

A revitalized focus on these topics, plus the shared base, will require resources on the order of 
the Faculty’s current complement (though not exactly the same resources; see §e).

 . Communication, Culture, and Information Practice (CCIP): the sociological, historical, an-
thropological, cultural, political and policy dimension of socio-technical information practice 
more generally (i.e., including, but not restricted to, its application in ).

+ e social/cultural dimensions of information systems is an emerging  strength; it is also 
13Levels  and  are discussed in §a·i.
14On the model, perhaps, of the airlines’ Star Alliance.
15Discussions of  faculty complement, divisional collaboration, etc., are given in §e.
16Ian Wilson, National Librarian and Archivist, expects the shortage to last – years (personal conversation).
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Format:  
The particular critical making scenario which we will build and think though in this session revolves 
around the construction of a physical type of cellular automata. Using pre-assembled and coded 
components (developed jointly by Matt Ratto and Stephen Hockema,) workshop participants will build 
simple electronic agents that 'talk' to one another using infrared light patterns. They can be programmed in 
various ways - to be more open or more closed, more aggressive or more sharing - which has an effect on 
each agent’s individual survival as well as the survival of the network as a whole. Configuring the agents to 
communicate with each other in various ways serves as a method for linking and expressing various 
perspectives on information and networks. The agents (and the network itself) thus become a kind of 
boundary object (Star and Griesemer, 1989) that facilitates exchange and sharing across disciplinary 
boundaries as well as being a mode of engagement that explicitly connects technical work and social 
analysis.   
 

 
 
[Figure 2: technical components of arduino-based physical cellular automata agent]    
 
In many ways, this session can be understood as an experiment in alternative ways to address the ‘wicked 
problems’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973) that are the bread and butter of iSchools. Given the undefined problem 
space marked by this class of problems, new resources and new conceptualizations need to be elaborated 
and explored. Using a shared process of making as a common space for experimentation encourages the 
development of a collective frame while allowing disciplinary and epistemic differences to be both 
highlighted and overcome. This is obviously an experimental format, though one that has proved useful in 
other academic and pragmatic contexts. (Ratto, 2008).   
 
The organizers bring their specific expertise to bear and provide technical and conceptual resources for 
pursuing the themes of the workshop. Matt Ratto (PhD, Communication) will provide resources for 
thinking about relationship between technical work and social analysis. Kelly Lyons (PhD, Computing and 
Information Science) will discuss how the interactions among agents relate to intra-organizational service 
provisions. David Phillips (PhD, Communication) will comment on issues related to subcultures, 
surveillance, and spatiality. Andrew Clement (PhD, Computer Science) will engage with questions about 
privacy, universal access and participatory design. Steven Hockema (PhD, Computer and Cognitive 
Science) will explore issues of complex emergent behavior and questions of authority and credibility. 
These themes are representative of the diversity of perspectives and approaches that make the Toronto 
iSchool a rich, exciting, and challenging intellectual context. The main outcome of the session is to explore 
how shared practices of engagement and shared social values provide points of contact within and between 
this diversity.   
 
Technical Requirements 
All technologies required will be provided by the organizers. These will include pre-built ‘flwrs’, micro-
controller based physical agents, laptops for programming and tracking agent interactions, and all necessary 
software. The session organizers will take the lead in carrying out the technical tasks for constructing and 



configuring the flwrs, and will assist other participants in contributing and discussing possible setups and 
related concepts.  
 
Schedule:  
The 1 ½ hour session will be organized as follows:  
 

Minutes      Topic 
10   Introduction and setting of context (Ratto)  
30   Technical setup and tutorial (led by organizers)  
30  Iterative reconfiguration and reflection (all participants) 
20   Insights and future research  (all participants)  

 
 
Participants:  
The session is open to anyone interested in pursuing questions related to the relationship between social 
values and technological intervention as well as the meta-level discussion about alternative ways to bridge 
the pedagogical divide between technical and social analysis.  
 
References  
Rittel, H., Webber, M. 1973. "Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning," Policy Sciences, Vol. 4, 
Elsevier Scientific Publishing Company, Inc., Amsterdam, pp. 155-169.  
 
Ratto, M. 2008. Overview of Critical Making concepts and past events, online at 
http://www.criticalmaking.com.  
 
Smith, BC. 2004. Stepping Up: Information Practice in the 21st Century. 2004-2010 Academic Plan for the 
Faculty of Information Studies, A Professional and Research Faculty of the University of Toronto. 
Available online at: http://www.ischool.utoronto.ca/images/documents/about/fisacademicplan.pdf. 
Accessed Dec. 5, 2008.  
 
Star, S. L. and J. R. Griesemer. 1989. "Institutional Ecology, 'Translations,' and Boundary Objects: 
Amateurs and Professionals in Berkeley's Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, 1907 - 1939." Social Studies of 
Science 19: 387-420. 


