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Proposition
Find a location where older adults gather (community center, market, etc). Pick a location and spend an hour people watching with a notebook and pencil. Spend some time watching the kinds of activities that people are engaged in, and think about how technology could help improve these activities. Pick one such activity that might be assisted by comptuers to focus on and study. For your chosen activity watch several people perform the task and make detailed notes about the series of steps they go through, any objects (“artifacts”) they use, whether they interact with other people and, if so, the step-by-step details of this interaction. Think about how technology could work in this situation. Conduct one or two unstructured interviews with your subjects about their current task and how technology might help. 
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Figure 1 – The Chinatown McDonald’s

Investigation

My investigation took place in a McDonald’s at Chinatown (Figure 1). The reason I chose this place is that I noticed the other day quite a few older adults were chatting and reading newspapers there for a long period of time without doing anything else. I believed this should be a place of reading and socializing for older adults, especially for those living near Chinatown.
I entered the McDonald’s and found a sit at 1:13pm this Saturday (Sep. 22. 2007) and watched people’s activities. And before I left at 2:32pm, totally 17 older adults were observed in the restaurant. Among these subjects, there are 4 females (23.5%) and 13 males (76.5%), with 3 Caucasians (17.6%), 1 African-American (5.9%), and the rest 13 of them Chinese-Americans (76.5%). Ten subjects (58.8%) merely left the restaurant after having lunch, two of which were a couple [P15, P16], another two had lunch with family members or friends [P9, P12], and another male Caucasian took his lunch to go [P10]. One male Chinese-American just sat in the restaurant without doing anything [P13]. And the other six subjects were all reading newspapers, among which there were one male Caucasian [P17] and five Chinese-Americans [P4 – P8]. Among the five Chinese-Americans, one couple [P5, P6] were chatting while reading after lunch, and they left soon at around 1:30pm. Two male Chinese-Americans [P7, P8] were also chatting and reading, but with no food ordered. The other subject [P4] was reading by himself.
Interview

Because having lunch in McDonald’s is fairly common, what we are interested is why people also chat and read newspapers there. P7 and P8 were considered the best subjects for interview because they do both reading and chatting, but they turned out to be speaking neither Mandarin nor English, but only Cantonese which I do not understand. Thus the interview was conducted with subject P4, who spoke Mandarin and Cantonese, but not English.
P4 was by himself reading a newspaper named Singtao Daily (星岛日报), which was completely written in Traditional Chinese. The subject was told about the investigations and interview I was conducting for the course, and he agreed after confirming that I could understand his Mandarin.
The subject first explained why he was staying in the McDonald’s at Chinatown. One reason was that he could stay there without being asked to buy a drink, and thus he could stay there for a whole day without spending lots of money. He also mentioned that he could purchase food there much easier than anywhere else, because he could not speak English, and thus would have trouble in any restaurant out of Chinatown, and also his eyes and ears was not so good (because of aging), but the waiters in Chinatown McDonald’s were tolerant for that. (Figure 2) The other reason, which is also very important, is that many Chinese-Americans gather in Chinatown McDonald’s, and so he could easily find someone to chat with.
When asked why he was reading newspapers, he explained that newspaper is an important way to know what was happening in the world. Because he was not able to communicate with English speakers, or sometimes even Chinese-Americans who had a strong accent of a specific part of China, he could not gain information as others did, and so he had to rely on newspapers. And he said it was “painful without newspapers” (没有报纸不好受).

As for how technology could help, the subject responded with the following words, which is translated into English at the next paragraph.
“最麻烦的事啊，就是我跟好多人说话，他们跟我说话，（互相都）听不懂。比方说那天有个小孩坐我旁边，我看他中国人啦，我就问他说，你好啊，你在哪上学呀？结果他点了点头，笑了笑，很快吃完就走啦。就是说他听不懂。中国人地方口音太多，交流太费劲。如果要是能让别人听懂我说话，我也能听懂别人说话，那不就没问题了吗？”
“The most troublesome thing is, when I speak to others, and when they speak to me, we don’t understand (each other). For example, the other day a boy sat beside me. I saw he was a Chinese and I asked him: ‘Hello, where do you go to school?’ He nodded, smiled, and went away after quickly eating up his food. You see that he didn’t understand me. There are too many accents in China, which makes it very difficult for communication. If you can make me understandable to others, and others understandable to me, isn’t there no more problems?”
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Figure 2 – Chinese-American waiter and waitress at the casher

Although the subject did not mention the communication with English speakers, needless to say, it will be more helpful if he can also understand English speakers and make himself understood. Thus, one aspect that technology can help the subject with is to provide a way of synchronized translation, most probably in the form of a device placed in the user’s ears, translating anything heard into a language of the user’s choice. However, to realize this idea, research on natural language still has a long way to go.
