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On Wednesday, Jan. 27, I accompanied a team of three students on a trip to Cupertino,
California, to participate in Apple Computer's “Design the Personal Computer of the Year 2000”
competition. The students were senior computer science major Art Cohen, senior mathematics
major Smita Bhatia, and sophomore computer science major Scott Brown. Also traveling in our
company was Dr. Jan Biros of the Office of Computing Services. The team joined Berkeley,
Tllinois, Minnesota, and Princeton as semifinalists in the competition. The judging was held on
Thursday evening, after each team had made 10-minute presentations before a panel consisting of
writers Ray Bradbury, Alvin Toffler, and Diane Ravitch, and Apple Fellows Steve Wozniak and
Alan Kay. Drexel came away with Honorable Mention, with First, Second, and Third places going
to Illinois, Princeton, and Minnesota, respectively.

Apple scheduled a full slate of activities for the participants prior to the actual event, including
tours of MacFactory and interviews with the media. The MacFactory was impressive, covering
350,000 square feet. The portions we visited involved assembly and testing for the MacPlus, SE,
and II, including robot components for stenciling and baking circuit boards and installing chips,
(surface mount chips are used for the Mac II), and manual assembly on more delicate components.
Although we were required to sign non-disclosure agreements, we saw no new products being
assembled. (For instance, the rumored “LapTop Mac” was not in evidence). After our MacFactory
tour, we visited a building resembling a shrine, in which was housed a Cray computer. This
computer apparently is used for R&D number crunching, and has no specific use directly related to
any Apple product.

The evening event was exciting, frustrating, and memorable -- frustrating because of numerous
technical difficulties encountered in preparing the stage for Drexel's presentation. Our team had
decided to make their presentation in the form of a product announcement, and had filmed a
I-minute commercial for the beginning. They had also used VideoWorks II software to create a
promo which ran continuously in the background, and a fancy overhead display. For this, they
required two VCR's (one hooked into the sound system), and a Mac II with a color board. It was
more difficult than expected for the technical crew to set these up satisfactorily, which caused a few
anxious moments. Nevertheless, the team remained calm and gave an impressive, polished
presentation. Their computer was called “Chameleon”, with the description “Adaptable.
Changeable. Colorful.” I have attached a 2-page ad they wrote which accompanied their report.
The major features of Chameleon are

* building-block components which snap together like Legos™,

+ asimulated 3-D user interface that replaces the windows of the Macintosh world with
buildings, rooms, halls, locked doors, filing cabinets, elevators, and telephones,

* abuilt-in projector which eliminates the need for a portable screen,

» cigarette-sized storage media,

» DID, a dynamic input device which resembles a keyboard, but allows the user to snap keys
on in whatever size, shape, and configuration is desired, and features software controlled
liquid crystal displays which depict the keys' functions,

+ voice programming languages, and

. ScrinartRAM, a huge chunk of main memory which learns from its user's mannerisms and
adapts.
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In spite of the quality of Drexel's design, they did not place in the top 3. The competition was
rather stiff, however. For instance, the team from Illinois was composed of 5 Ph.D. students in
computer science and electrical engineering. Their presentation was made by Steven Skiena, who I
knew when he was a a first year undergraduate at the University of Virginia. He was in the first
class of Rodman Scholars in the School of Engineering. This scholars program was opened to 22
outstanding students, whose potential for achievement was so great, they were rpqmrqd only to
take one special ‘Rodman’ class each semester, and whatever else they wanted (including graduate
courses). For the most part, these were students who were highly motivated, and needed little
supervision. During their spring semester, as part of their special class, they were assigned in pairs
to work with graduate students on special projects. Steve and one of his friends wrote an extended
BASIC interpreter. Not bad for freshmen. Drexel should take note of the possibilities for such a
scholars program. . ' _

The Illinois product, “Tablet” is the size of a notebook, whose front surface is a high-resolution
color display and a pressure-sensitive skin, responsive to the touch of a stylus. It therefore allows
input by handwriting, or by a keyboard which is displayed on the screen. It also communicates via
cellular telephone to other users, libraries, or a GSP satellite.

Princeton's product, “PIE,” weighs 6 pounds and resembles a “Boom Box”. I have attached an
article about their project which was found in the Trenton Times.

The banquet which followed was delightful. Our team was seated at a table with Bradbury and
a few Apple representatives. At age 65, Bradbury is very active and energetic. He is currently
involved in production of a play and a new television series on the USA network, yet his favorite
pastime seems to be his involvement as a judge for an annual “Write a bad Hemingway story”
contest. He says it's harder than it looks to write bad Hemingway. When asked if he was a
computer user, he replied that he was not, nor did he anticipate becoming one. He doesn't feel the
need for a word processor to handle his writing, as he writes mostly short stories, and has
developed a comfortable style for writing over the last 50 years. He did say he thought there
should be different computers for men and women. (He feels women are more practical, and men
want to play games). When I asked if he visits Philadelphia often, and whether he might like to
visit Drexel, he replied that he visited Philadelphia last year, and was appalled at the condition of
the streets, was sure that the Founding Fathers would be horrified, and wouldn't like to visit again.
Oh well,... 1did tell him about our mayor's cleanup campaign. He seemed skeptical.

We also had a few minutes to chat with Alan Kay. We were interested in his feelings about the
“rooms” interface, as he was the designer of Macintosh's overlapping windows, and had asked a
question concerning rooms during the question and answer period. He said a similar interface had
actually been proposed twice before, but had failed because people had difficulty using information
represented in this way. When asked if he had seen anything new in the five reports, he replied
sadly that he saw nothing that had not been proposed before, and said Apple should have given
some references for teams to investigate as Ground Zero. :

We collared Steve Wozniak after dinner. Scott and Art had each brought a Macintosh mouse for
him to autograph, along with Scott's electrical engraving tool. Knowing Wozniak's love of
practical jokes, Scott approached him with engraver in hand, saying he was a dental student, he
could see that Wozniak had a cavity, and he'd like to work on it. Wozniak laughed and did not
motion for the security people. He was most willing to do the engraving. When I asked him if
he'd like to visit Drexel, he seemed receptive to the idea, although he said his talk would probably
just be “old Apple tales”. No problem.

Overall, we would have loved for the event to go on forever, and it threatened to, but we
eventually returned to reality. The surprise bonus for Drexel was an invitation from Tim Brennan,
Apple's Corporate Creative Director, to visit his facility the next day, tour the marketing
department, talk to some of the creative staff, and see some promotional films. This was not a part
of the agenda, which ended on Thursday. Surprisingly, there was a film which described a 3-D
interface not unlike the Chameleon design. Although the competition is ended, this may not be the
last we've heard of Chameleon.

Many thanks to Dean J. Michael Adams, who assisted mightily in helping the group prepare
their presentation, Greg Hunter of Instructional Media Services, who supervised the production of
the video, and Nadine Perkey, who allocated a Mac II for our team's exclusive use.



