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Pattern Languages
• A concept introduced in the late 1970’s by

Christopher Alexander, an architect, as a way of
helping people address problems in civil and
architectural design

• “A Pattern Language: Towns, Building,
Construction”, Oxford University Press, USA,
1977.

• “The Timeless Way of Building”, Oxford
University Press, USA, 1979.

• Both are still in print



Light

Cloudiness or northern exposures result in
diffuse lighting that lessens shadow. It also
lessens our perception of depth, both when it
comes to large-scale forms and small-scale
textures.

Soft, diffuse or warm light gives a feeling of
restfullness. Sharp or cool light gives a feeling of
liveliness.

Space

Depending on its size and shape, space can feel
comfortably enclosing, depressingly shut in,
liberatingly spacious, or so large that one feels
lost in its vastness.

It is important to bear in mind that different
people with different personal bubbles will
experience the same space differently.

architypes.net



What is a Pattern Language?
• A structured method of describing good design

practices within a field of expertise,
characterized by:
– Noticing & naming the common problems
– Describing the key characteristics of effective

solutions for meeting some stated goal
– Helping the designer move from problem to problem

in a logical way
– Allowing for many different paths through the design

process
Wikipedia, 2008



Some Pattern Languages

• Most widely used in software engineering:
part of a software designer’s vocabulary

• Some use in user interface design /
interaction design

• Early exploration of patterns for education



Toward a Pattern Language for
Collaborative Applications

• Each pattern captures a particular aspect of a
collaborative application (e.g. a blog) that advances a
particular strategic goal (e.g. create a sense of
community)

• Tim O’Reilly (2004): attention to an application’s
architecture of participation is a hallmark of Web 2.0
design.

(His article definining Web 2.0 is a great read.)



Aside: Comparing Approaches
to Building a Collection of

Knowledge
• Option 1: Yahoo paid people to create and edit

its early directory of web sites
• Option 2: The Open Directory Project (dmoz.org)

organizes volunteers to construct & maintain a
directory of web sites

• Option 3: Napster automatically assembled a
large collection of music based on its users
assembling their own music collections

Dan Bricklin, 2000



Example 1: A library blog
without commenting

• The blog author, a famous Canadian writer, is
responsible for writing interesting blog entries, one a
week.

• Each is about 100 to 200 words, visible to everyone, and
not revised.  They are dated and not threaded: one
simply follows another.

• The blog readers, members of the public, read the blog
and learn about Canadian literature from it.



Example 2: a library blog with
private commenting

• As before, the blog author writes about 100 to
200 words a week, one entry after another.

• As before, the blog readers read the blog and
learn about Canadian literature from it.

• But now, in addition, they can attach
comments to any blog entry and these
comments can only be seen by the author.



Example 3: a library blog with
public commenting

• As before, a famous authors adds to a blog on a
weekly basis.

• Now, blog readers can attach comments to any
blog entry or previous comment and these
comments can be seen by everyone.  The
comments are dated and not threaded.



Example 4: a library blog with
public commenting and rating

• As before, the famous author adds to a blog
weekly.

• As before, readers can attach comments to any
blog entry or previous comment and these
comments can be seen by everyone.  Now,
anyone can rate any entry or comment with a
score from 0 (not helpful) to 5 (very helpful).



Discussion: Comparing the four
collaborative applications

• Which will cause the readers to have their
understanding of Canadian literature
deepened the most and why?

• Which will cause the readers to read the
most Canadian books and why?

• Which will give the readers the strongest
sense of community and why?



Patterns within the collaborative
applications

• Pattern: High-quality content
– Goal: provide high-quality content
– Approach: have an expert in a field contribute content on a

regular basis

• Pattern: Diversity of opinions
– Goal: provide content that reflects diverse opinions
– Approach: have members of the public contribute their own

thoughts into a public space



Patterns within the collaborative
applications

• Pattern: Basic Community
– Goal: create a sense of community
– Approach: before a sense of community can

be created, the community must know that its
members exist, so present evidence, e.g.
contributions with different names



Patterns within the collaborative
applications

• Pattern: Collaborating Community
– Goal: create a sense of community
– Approach: a stronger sense of community can

be supported by showing that the community
is constructing a shared object of value, e.g. a
collaborative exploration of issues in a
particular area as supported by public
commenting



Patterns within the collaborative
applications

• Pattern: Widespread participation
– Goal: increase the percentage of participants

who are contributing to the construction of the
shared artifact

– Approach: lower the barrier to contribution by
providing low-effort options such as
anonymous rating (ideally with a single click)
and lower-risk options such as private
commenting



Patterns within the collaborative
applications

• Pattern: Deepen learning
– Goal: deepen learning, to increase depth of

understanding and retention period
– Approach: encourage active processing of

material presented, e.g. by writing something,
such as a comment, based on it



Which patterns apply to which
applications?

XXXXXXCommenting
& rating

XXXXXPublic
commenting

XXXPrivate
commenting

XNo
commenting
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Wide
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community
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with…
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Some time patterns

• Time Compression
– Goal: make the community look active
– Approach: remove time/date data that would

make the community look quiet
• Time Limits

– Goal: encourage contribution
– Approach: set a time limit to the discussion so

procrastinators contribute and announce it
with a “warning bell”



An identity pattern

• Balance Privacy & Identity
– Goal: Humanize a conversation by allowing

the reader to imagine the participants, while
not revealing too much information about
them

– Approach: Only display information that
readers would care about, e.g. age, first
name, city, which Macintosh they have



Identity

• Rolling Stones, The Last Time, 1965
• Andrew Oldham Orchestra cover of The

Last Time
• The Verve, Bitter Sweet Symphony, 1998
• Jay Z, Dirt Off Your Shoulder
• Anonymous, Bittersweet Dirt Off Your

Shoulder



LOL



“zygotic social networking”

• The 7th Annual Year in Ideas, The New
York Times, Dec, 9, 2007

• Goodbye Facebook, hello cheek swabs,
The Globe and Mail, Jan 17, 2008























Thanks for listening!
Peter Rowley

York University
prowley @ yorku.ca
(Send me a pattern!)

Kathy Scardellato
Ontario Council of University Libraries

kathy.scardellato @ ocul.on.ca


