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· [1] "Plan for Spectrum Is Making Waves"
Los Angeles Times (05/07/04) P. C1; Shiver Jr., Jube 
Lobbyists from the technology industry are making their presence known in Washington as the FCC and the White House put pressure on television broadcasters to make better use of airwaves: Technology firms want greater use of spectrum to expand their wireless Internet offerings while more and more end users are going wireless. Television broadcasters were granted $70 billion worth of spectrum space in 1997 in order to prepare for the switch to digital television in 2006, but have made slow progress toward that goal. The airwaves they vacate would be given to technology firms to use; television frequencies are highly prized because they can easily pass through walls and other obstacles. The FCC recently said it would include cable and satellite television subscribers in the quota needed to force the switch, putting pressure on broadcasters to end their analog services. Once 85 percent of television viewers can receive digital transmission in a local market, broadcasters will have to relinquish their spectrum frequencies. The Bush administration and the FCC are eager to roll out more wireless services, which technology firms say provide cheaper and easier-to-manage infrastructure than wired lines. Tropos Networks in San Mateo, Calif., can serve customers with wireless Internet connections for just $3 compared to five to 10 times that cost required for wired cable and DSL connections, according to Tropos CEO Ron Sege. Intel lobbyist Peter K. Pitsch thinks all the enthusiasm in Washington is not just due to technology, but also to the technology industry's increased political influence: He says, "If you look at the information technology industry, two or three years ago we were almost nowhere when it came to spectrum debates. Now, we are right in the middle of things in a big way." 

· [2] "ACM Announces Award Winners and Fellows"
ACM (5/7/04) 
As part of ACM's mission to bring broad recognition to outstanding technical and professional achievements within the computing and information technology community, ACM has announced the winners for 12 awards that span a variety of professional and technological expertise. Included are the Turing Award, known as the Nobel Prize of Computing, and a new class of ACM Fellows, our distinguished colleagues to whom ACM and its members look for guidance and leadership as the world of information technology evolves. 

·  [3] "How Much Does Information Technology Matter?"
New York Times (05/06/04) P. C2; Varian, Hal R. 
Nicholas G. Carr has written a follow-up book to his much debated Harvard Business Review article published in May 2003, "IT Doesn't Matter;" the new book, titled "Does IT Matter?," expands on his original hypothesis, giving detailed examples and analysis. The basic idea is that companies no longer derive significant competitive advantage from being able to deploy and manage IT because skills and management tools are so abundant--businesses do not think anything of setting up a Web server or inventory management system, for example. Henry Ford was so successful in the 1920s because his company knew how to set up and operate an assembly line better than rivals, but that competitive advantage disappeared once companies such as General Motors adopted similar techniques and even added their own process refinements. Carr argues that IT today is a utility like electricity or water, which is vital to business but not a measure of competitive differentiation in itself. Only in some industries are the business operations so complex that execution of those operations offers competitive advantage: Chip design and manufacture is one such industry, and Intel is able to keep its lead because of its manufacturing excellence, which was the basis for the company's "Copy EXACTLY" program in the late 1990s. However, IT is not a stagnant sector, and each wave of standardization and commoditization allows for more innovation and competitive advantage, even if only temporarily. In the 19th century, the standardization of wheels, gears, screws, and other basic parts allowed for tremendous innovation in farm equipment, locomotives, and so on; in the same way, today's PC, database, and scripting language technologies lay the groundwork for ongoing IT innovation. Companies need to stay on top of IT in order to keep their operations more efficient and effective than the competition. 

· [4] "Helping Exterminate Bugs in Spreadsheets, Web Applications"
Newswise (05/05/04) 
The National Science Foundation has awarded a five-year, $2.6 million Information Technology Research grant to the End Users Shaping Effective Software (EUSES) project, a six-campus initiative to help eliminate glitches in spreadsheets and Web applications developed by "end-user programmers." Experts reckon that there will be 55 million such programmers by next year, and believe that almost 50 percent of the programs they create will be infested by bugs. Oregon State University computer science professor and EUSES director Margaret Burnett says the project lives by the philosophy of helping end users improve their programming habits as unobtrusively as possible. Burnett and other Oregon State colleagues presented a paper at ACM's recent CHI 2004 conference in which they compared different techniques of notifying spreadsheet programmers that they may have created buggy code; their conclusion was that "negotiated" interruptions (similar to the automatic underlining of misspellings by a word processor) were better than immediate interruptions (such as pop-up error windows). "We learned: Stay out of [programmers'] way, give them hints to explore and they'll get more done," Burnett notes. Carnegie Mellon EUSES researchers Andrew Ko and Brad Myers presented a separate report describing a unique debugging interface that asks programmers questions about "why did" or "why didn't" something happen; users were able to find errors eight times faster and make 40 percent more programming progress. Myers comments that current debugging tools, which date back to the 1940s, are overdue for a serious upgrade. 

· [5] "NASA Reassessing a Role for Robots"
TechNewsWorld (05/06/04); Dunn, Marcia 
Robots could be employed to extend the life of the Hubble Space Telescope, assist in the maintenance of the International Space Station, set up lunar habitats, and perform other missions deemed too dangerous or costly for humans. Saving the Hubble after the scrapping of a shuttle mission in the wake of the Columbia disaster became a rallying cry that NASA responded to with a call for robot concepts. Among the machines under development that could be used to maintain the Hubble is the University of Maryland's Ranger robot; the humanoid Robonaut from NASA; and the two-armed Dextre from the Canadian Space Agency. David Akin, who led the team that devised Ranger, says the technology already exists to perform 90 percent to 95 percent of the Hubble, space station, or lunar operations NASA wants to do. He warns that "If NASA waits until robots become servants in your house, they're way far behind the power curve." The Columbia tragedy and the Hubble's shrinking lifespan may be the jolt NASA needs to start funding the realization of robotic space applications, Akin notes. Ed Weiler, NASA's associate administrator for space science, was impressed by the success of the recent Mars mission in which two robots landed on the red planet and one of them had to be repaired by Earth-based technicians. Both he and Akin believe robots could complement astronauts on spacewalks and boost overall efficiency. Looking further ahead, Akin posits that extensive stays on the moon and Mars will require dexterous robots that can construct bases and transports. 

· [6] "Computer 'Mobile Agents' and Robot Tested by NASA"
Spaceflight Now (05/03/04) 
NASA researchers are putting "mobile agent" software through its paces in Utah's Southeast Desert in a test involving exploratory research conducted by human scientists and a prototype robotic assistant dubbed Boudreaux. The test is designed to simulate communications between planetary explorers, robots, and Earth-based mission support. The researchers command Boudreaux using laptops equipped with voice-responsive mobile agent software; the user talks through a microphone to his personal agent software, which in turn relays the instructions to the robot's personal agent software. Bill Clancey at NASA Ames Research Center explains that future planetary exploration will involve the transmission of data among science team members--both on the planet being explored and on Earth--via personal agent software. Information collected in the field will be stored in a database in the explorers' planetary habitat, and then emailed to Earth by the personal agent software. Clancey adds that the researchers playing the part of astronauts in the Utah experiment are also communicating with science teams at universities to test planning and communications software as well as procedures. "By sharing data as soon as possible, and sending a video of the crew's planning session for the next day's work, we hope to learn how the Mars crew and scientists on Earth can best work together," he notes. The astronauts will carry a computer with global positioning system technology, and the collected data will be time- and location-stamped by the agents. 

· [7] "How the Word Gets Around"
Wired News (05/07/04); Terdiman, Daniel 
The purpose of Brandeis University senior Sam Arbesman's Memespread Project was to track the route of a meme throughout the blogosphere in real time in an attempt to study the mechanisms behind the spread of ideas on the Web. Arbesman set up a Web site and submitted the meme to the popular Boing Boing, Slashdot, and kottke.org blogs, of which only kottke.org was willing to post a link to it. The site consisted of a single page that logged the date and time that it was viewed, the viewer's IP address, and the referring URL whenever possible; it also requested the viewer to help spread the meme. The largest spike took place 10 hours after the experiment began, after the meme spread to the MetaFilter blog. Arbesman's initial analysis reports that at the height of its proliferation, the Memespread Project was the third most contagious piece of information listed on Blogdex and the second most contagious word burst registered on Daypop. "It was neat to see how impressionable people were...and how helpful people were in helping me spread this," Arbesman notes. Hewlett-Packard Labs researcher Eytan Adar does not completely agree with Arbesman's theory that the spread of memes is directly related to the popularity of certain blogs, and Arbesman's own data may support this argument: Indications show that the proliferation of the meme experienced a gradual decay once the MetaFilter-related spike ended. Arbesman acknowledges that the spread of the meme may have been affected by people's awareness that they were being observed. Jason Kottke of kottke.org thinks that the project was a partial success, in that "it did demonstrate the idea that memes are a lot like viruses...things that are contagious." 

· [8] "Smalltalk With Object-Oriented Programming Pioneer Kay"
SearchWebServices.com (05/05/04); Brunelli, Mark 
Dr. Alan Kay recently won the Association of Computing Machinery's (ACM) Turing Award for helping develop the first fully-fledged object-oriented programming language, Smalltalk. Now a Hewlett-Packard senior fellow and president of Viewpoints Research Institute, Kay says enterprise developers need to look at the early thinking surrounding computer development. He says ideas such as those espoused by Douglas Engelbart, who invented the mouse, have been ignored as business developers are in too much of a hurry to implement technology, not think about more sophisticated design. Kay says object-oriented programming was first conceived as a way to make computer programming scale with complexity: As he worked on Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) research as a graduate student, Kay came upon the idea of modeling hardware and software so that data and procedures were irrelevant. At that time, ARPA researchers were working on how to turn ARPAnet into what was called an intergalactic network that would be as pervasive as today's electrical network. Kay investigated mathematical properties needed for the recursive biological cells that make up people's bodies. Noting there are vastly more cells in the human body than nodes on the Internet, he says the biological ability to self-repair is applicable to computer programming as it applies to even large applications such as the Internet. After some years of work, Smalltalk was made a practical product at the Xerox PARC laboratories and helped spawn the overlapping windows interface, which in turn led to other developments such as desktop publishing. Kay says many of those early computer innovations were just steps toward researchers' larger aims, including changing the way humans think and exchange ideas in the same way the printing press did in the 17th century. 
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