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ABSTRACT

Suppose HCI has the goal to make technology (more) usable for “everyone”. Suppose it is easier
to make things for people like myself than for someone very different to me. Then it is reasonable
to say that diversity issues must be an essential part of design and research in human computer
interaction.

Diversity in HCI education can be implemented and included in various areas. Angles to look at
this can be content, organization, and surroundings of HCI courses. Additionally, reflecting with the
students on what has happened before and what has been done, could help improve understanding.
Unfortunately, some backlash must be expected and dealt with.
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INTRODUCTION

Our professors and the dean(s) at the faculty of informatics like to say that the main difference
between a University of Applied Science (FH) and a “real” University is that at FHs people learn
the “Know-How”, and we at TU Wien learn the “Know Why”. In my experience, the little “why”
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we are taught usually refers to the more technical aspects, but rarely to the social context and
impact of technologies1.1For example, even if there is a part of a

class on logic about the “founding fathers”
of logic, there is no discussion at all about
“founding mothers”.

I draw from my own experience as a student in the Medical Informatics bachelor’s program at
TU Wien. As I began my studies, I did not value the promotion of women as much (which is
the prime concern of many diversity issues), but with my work as a student representative, this
changed radically. Additionally, I spent some semesters working as a teaching assistant (TA) in an
introductory course on society and informatics. Thus, I can see and discuss diversity from my own
experience in HCI education, and include various students’ points of view, including those who do
not understand why diversity is even a part of their courses and who sometimes openly oppose
attempts of promoting diversity aspects in STEM fields2.2This is why the paper’s title references the

Spooks’ song “Things I’ve seen”.
COURSE CONTENTS

As stated above, the promotion of diversity should be part of the essentials in HCI. It is, after
all, one of the main issues in HCI to make technological artifacts more usable for “everyone”.
However, diversity is not at all covered with some by-lines about how “all women” and “all men”
use computers differently.

In the following, I discuss some ways of implementing diversity in topics and contents, exercises,
and literature of HCI courses. Reflecting on the course itself together with your students is an
important point as well.

Topics and Concepts

Thinking about what topics and concepts you cover in your class is a great place to start. This
probably will be a point of implementation where you receive little backlash from your students.

For example, in a class on the history of HCI : Talk about how the field developed from looking at
how work places should be designed to accommodate, to looking at how smartphone apps exclude
users. Who are we thinking about when we are talking about users? What are the (social) norms we
learn growing up in “western” societies?33Ableism, various kinds of sexism, racism,

imbue our life from day 0, and we are so
used to these -isms that they seem to be
normal. However, shouldn’t it be normal to
acknowledge people and their experiences,
instead of ignore and hurt them?

Exercises

For an exercise on designing artifacts, explicitly ask your students to interview people who are not
like them. Do not ask them to work with their mother(s), or grandparents – this shortcut shows
sexist and ageist stereotypes. Rather, ask the students to find people who do not work in IT/design.

Some students will learn that it is hard to find people who are “different”, especially in a setting
so homogeneous as TU4. This might spark some dissent, as finding a person to interview might be4According to publicly available statistics of

TU Wien, 83% of roughly 5700 students en-
rolled in informatics in the current semes-
ter are male, no matter their country of
origin. 66% are Austrian and male. (https:
//tiss.tuwien.ac.at/statistik/lehre/studien)

more difficult than the task itself, and they might not understand why they should do it this way.
Thus, do not forget to explain why you ask them to do this!

https://tiss.tuwien.ac.at/statistik/lehre/studien
https://tiss.tuwien.ac.at/statistik/lehre/studien
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Data Sets, Literature, . . .

Ask yourself: Whose voices are heard in the course? Who wrote the articles, books, reports that
students get to read? Who can be seen in videos, heard on recordings? Who is in the pictures used
to illustrate contents? Do we only use “real academic” literature, or do we talk about other sources,
too? Do we just read, and repeat, or is there discussion, an attempt at connecting the dots over
diverse fields? How much scrutiny do we apply to different sources?55The answers to these questions paint a pic-

ture of who the people we trust are, and how
they are similar (and different) to us. This is
a great point to reflect upon your own biases,
and act accordingly.

Reflection

Ask students, discuss with them: How have the exercises been completed? How did the course staff
expect them to be handled? Which biases could be present in our work? How could an exercise be
revised in order to talk about a different topic? How could exercises be improved upon?

COURSE ORGANIZATION

Apart from the “What” of a class, attempting to implement diversity also has an impact on the
“How” and “Where”.

Teaching Concepts

Does your course consist of classroom lectures, discussions, group exercises? Can any of these be
accessed remotely, or do people have to attend each and every session?66Even though university buildings in Austria

have to comply with certain accessibility stan-
dards, not all lecture rooms at TU Wien
can be self-determinedly used if one is a
wheelchair user. To reach some rooms, there
are no elevators, in others the doors can be
difficult to open, or there is no accessible
toilet in the vicinity.

Group exercises and discussions can grant your students insights they could not draw from lectures
alone. However, there are a lot of reasons for not wanting/being able to participate in such exercises.

My point is not to make a decision to exclusively use either lectures or group assignments – rather,
course organizers should plan ahead, and let their students know that the course is planned a certain
way, but that there are options to deal with contingencies. Be specific about the accommodation
you have already organized, and let students know you are open to work on those. This will make
the course better accessible e.g. for students with care responsibilities (parents, care takers, . . . ) or
working students.

Speakers / Teachers

Again, ask yourself: Who gets to speak their truth in your course? Which area(s) of expertise do
they come from? What is their background?

Inviting people from different areas of research, or from another University (Applied or not), can
break the stereotypes people might hold about them. Of course, this implies that you yourself have
successfully invited them.
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Technologies

Ask yourself, and your students: Which technologies and platforms do we use? Why? Where do the
technologies we use come from? How can we expand and improve them? Which alternatives are
there?77In a course I completed in my 2nd semes-

ter, one exercise was to create an article in
the German Wikipedia. This sounds like an
easy task. However, the German Wikipedia
community is rather famous for its discus-
sions whether topics are “relevant” enough
to warrant their own page. An exercise in
the course where I worked as a TA asked the
students to create videos and upload them
to YouTube. This, as well as the Wikipedia
exercise, raises the question if students want
their university-related content connected to
the other data already connected with their
account. And if they do not want this, can
they even create another account?

Reflection

Again, ask yourself and discuss with your students: How have things been done before, and why
this way? Based on which criteria did we chose the lecturers for this course? How did they come to
where they are now? Which biases could be present here?

COURSE SURROUNDINGS

Nothing can really be discussed without looking at its surroundings. For example, a course on
Critical Theory might sound great – but it has to be available and accessible to the students in
every aspect. How else are they going to complete the course?

So, ask yourself, when looking at your HCI course: How does this fit into the bigger picture? Is it
the only HCI course in the whole curriculum? Does it represent current research?

BACKLASH

In “Denkweisen der Informatik”, the course I worked with as a TA, reflection is part of every exercise.
To complete any challenge, a student has to answer some questions about the previous tasks and
their work. What did they learn? What did they like? What did they not like, and why? What was
easy, what was hard? How does the topic connect with their other work?
There is always a small number of students who react negatively to these questions and the

content concerning diversity. Basically, they only want to learn how to code, and give the impression
not to be interested in how things evolved or could be improved upon, on the non-technical side8.8This is probably due to the fact that at TU

Wien, informatics students are a rather homo-
geneous group, and there are massive stereo-
types influencing the students’ decisions for
this field of studies.

Many answer the questions only halfheartedly, but some go rather deep and even enjoy taking the
time to sit back and reflect.
I think that is the main point: some people will get annoyed with all the “leftist politics” in the

course. Others will enjoy having time to reflect and discuss. There will be valuable feedback. Some
will be happy that they finally saw people like themselves in your course, succeeding at what they
are interested in. And many will be grateful for your consideration and accommodation of their
needs.

You will have made your course (more) usable for many.
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