Pointing
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A while back our usually comatose cat
suddenly started chasing a piece of
Lego about the floor. 'L ook at the cat'
| shouted to 10 month old Keiran and
pointed at the cuffing animal. Keiran
responded with aleisurely gaze at my
outstretched hand and didn't noticethe
cat at all.

Now at 13 months heis starting to get
the hang of pointing, and his struggle
has made me realise what a complex
activity pointing actualy is. He has
also started pointing at things himself,
mainly because | immediately react by
naming the thing that heis pointing to.
All of asudden he can interrogate the
world of objects heisliving in. Some-
times when heis outside in the pram
he will point with both hands at the
same time for emphasis, 'power point-
ing'. Thiswhole pointing and interro-
gation idea reminds me of my own
first contact with 'Balloon help' on the
Macintosh. Thefreedom of being able
to lazily swish the pointer around the
screen and have the system declare
what things were.

Coupled with Keiran's pointing is a
new found interest in pushing buttons.
(thereisalso arecent habit of trying to
jam things that aren't videos into the
video recorder but that's not particu-
larly relevant here). There seemsto be
some connection between pointing
and pushing buttons. For starters the
act of pointing and pressing buttons
demands the same action with the
hand, but then so does scratching your
ear.so it's probably not very signifi-
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cant. However there are functiona
parallels, pointing is indicating some-
thing to athird party so that the party
can take action in some way, when
Keiran points the third party isme
naming something, when | pointinthe
bakers the third party is the baker get-
ting bread rolls. Pressing buttonsisthe
samething but thethird party isnot the
parent or the baker. Instead it is the
technology with which the button is
associated, and the user is not implic-
itly saying 'explain this thing' or 'get
thisthing' but 'carry out the action
associated with this thing'. The fact
that the user hasto physically press
something isonly arestriction in the
technology, sometime in the future |
am certain that interaction with lights
and other household systems will just
involve pointing to them from adis-
tance. Needles to say young children
will have afield day with such sys-
tems!

Our other child Morgan (4) isalso
learning about pointing, but not point-
ing in the real world, but about virtua
pointing with the computer and the
mouse (aterm she finds very amus-
ing). When she asksif she can play
with the computer my question of 'Do
you want to draw pictures or spell
words? is often answered with ‘No, |
just want to click on things. She actu-
ally enjoysjust playing around with
the windows based operating system.
It isagood indication of the 'natural-
ness of current computer interfaces
that Morgan'slearning of virtual point-
ing was accomplished in minutes,
what she now enjoys doing is practis-
ing and using the skill. In fact the only
glitch in learning was up and down
confusions while talking about the
actions themselves mainly because of
the separation of tool (mouse) and
feedback (on screen cursor) and the
fact that the 2D horizontal motion of
the mouse is mapped onto the 2D ver-
tical movement of the cursor. Left and
right are no problem but telling Mor-
gan to move the mouse up did indeed
result in her lifting the mouse from the
mouse mat. | was mixing the tool and
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feedback co-ordinates, 'move the cur-
sor up' or 'move the mouse away from
you' would have been better.

Funnily enough they are not just busy
with pointing in the two different
worlds but they are also involved in
other activities. Keiran is now stagger-
ing about thereal environment picking
things up and putting them down in
different places, and last week |
silently peeped over Morgan's shoul-
der to see what her 'just clicking on
things was all about. She had opened
some random directory and wasfastid-
iously moving all theiconsoneby one
from the left side of the window to the
right side. Did this mean that the
organisational chaos wrought by the
kidsin the real world would soon be
matched by organisational chaosin
my digital world? Let'shopethat | can
at least write an article about the ensu-
ing problems.
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