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Abstract 
I am an HCI researcher based at the University of Cape 
Town. I have been exploring different ways to teach 
HCI here – and would love to explore a living 
curriculum that would give my students a more rich 
experience in learning about HCI.  At the same time the 
resources available tend to use examples that do not 
seem to resonate with the experience of my students. 
How can we develop a living curriculum that is truly 
inclusive?  
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My Background 
I am a Senior Lecturer in the Department of Computer 
Science at University of Cape Town and Acting Director 
of the UCT Centre in Information and Communications 
Technology for Development (ICT4D). Prior to joining 
UCT, I completed a postdoc at Microsoft Research in 
Bangalore, India as part of the Technology for 
Emerging Markets group, where I conducted a trial 
comparing the effectiveness of community health 
workers using interactive mobile health education 
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materials to health workers using paper flipbooks. 
Other work includes a delay-tolerant tele-consultation 
system for doctors in Ghana [9] and contributions to 
infrastructure enabling village health centers to consult 
with doctors at the Aravind Eye Hospitals.  

I do research on human computer interaction for 
development (HCI4D), specifically examining the 
ways in which people in rural or socio-economically 
disadvantaged situations choose and interact with 
information technologies, especially new information 
technologies.  Most of my work focuses on the domain 
of health education and health systems [8,10,11], 
examining how patients, community health workers, 
NGOs and other stakeholders integrate mobile devices 
and other technologies in their work and daily lives, 
with a particular focus on design for mothers. Current 
projects in this area include the co-design of a mobile 
app to encourage breast milk donation [6,13], and a 
project with a local neonatal intensive care unit to 
understand how mothers of preterm infants 
communicate with hospital staff. In addition, I seek to 
understand and develop platforms to support 
community-based digital content creation and 
collaboration in the context of community wireless 
networks [12]. Mobile devices have traditionally been 
used primarily for immediate communication (i.e. 
phone calls and messaging) and information 
consumption (i.e. browsing, reading email).  However, 
the next generation of African Internet users will be 
primarily mobile, using their phones as their only 
Internet device rather than a secondary device [5].  To 
better empower these users to leverage their phones, 
we propose to understand existing content creation 
practices, and design new community-centered 

modalities of use through co-design approaches 
embedded in our target communities [6]. 

Recipient of the 2008 Yamashita Foundations for 
Change Prize, I have been doing ethnographic 
fieldwork, systems design, and deployments in Ghana, 
India, Mexico, Rwanda, Democratic Republic of Congo 
and Uganda since 2004. I completed my PhD at 
University of California, Berkeley in Information 
Management and Systems, a 3 year ethnographic study 
of the use of Internet and mobile technologies by 
health practitioners and NGO staff in a health financing 
program in Uganda [2,3,4], has an MSc in Data 
Communications, Networks and Distributed Systems 
from University College London, and holds a BA in 
Computer Science from Cornell University. 

Interest in HCI Living Curriculum 
I came into HCI accidentally on purpose.  Although I 
never took any classes, in my summer internships as 
an undergrad, and in my first job, I found myself 
naturally gravitating towards implementation of user 
interfaces, intuitively navigating user experience. 
However, my interest was in networking and networked 
communications, so when the opportunity arose, I did 
my masters in data communications and networks.  
From there I joined Kevin Fall at Intel Research and 
Eric Brewer at UC Berkeley to look at delay tolerant 
networking and wireless infrastructure for the 
developing world.  I quickly realized that in most cases 
network protocols were not the problem but the 
interfaces between computers and people were. Again, 
I gravitated towards HCI, ending up at the UC Berkeley 
School of Information to increase my breadth in 
development theory and social science research 
methods. 



 

When I finally ended up at the University of Cape Town 
in South Africa, it was natural that I would teach the 
HCI courses. However – my meandering path to HCI 
meant that I had never actually taken a course in HCI. 
I leaned on the shoulders of giants, borrowing liberally 
from notes and slides from Gary Marsden’s (who 
passed away just prior to my arrival) Mobile Design and 
Development class and John Canny’s class on User-
Centered Design at University of California, Berkeley. 

Immediately, some of the necessary changes were 
obvious. References to San Francisco parking signs 
were just not helpful. Over time, I have found other 
problems – examples and exam questions with car 
dashboards give advantage to students who have a car, 
and disadvantage those who do not, which might 
include our lower-income students, already struggling 
due to a disadvantaged background. I have struggled 
to find ways to incorporate African design and 
sensibilities in my teaching.  In part, this is because I 
do not have the experience with the topic to do it 
justice, but also there’s not enough literature in 
mainstream HCI, and, for me, not enough available 
time to delve more deeply into what already is there. In 
response I have resolved to seek out courses on 
teaching HCI and to get mentorship on what works in 
HCI courses.  

At the same time, I’ve been working to incorporate 
local considerations as I teach mobile design and HCI, 
trying to teach students how to develop applications 
not just for the global mainstream, but also for their 
own experiences and the experiences of people in Cape 
Town.  For our diverse student body, this especially 
requires emphasis on sensitivity to diversity [1]. At the 
same time undergraduates also benefit from a more 

direct approach – a good mobile app should be resilient 
to network disconnections and frugal about data 
consumption for our bandwidth-capped region. 

There are now numerous resources on the web for 
learning about HCI, including the Interaction Design 
Foundation website, Coursera courses. But these are 
largely static and bear the same lack of translation to 
context.  I would like to see a living curriculum that 
allows us to draw on a diversity of case studies, and 
that promotes inclusivity in how we teach HCI, whether 
in Africa or elsewhere.  

Expected Contributions 
I have previously participated in the HCI living 
curriculum workshop at AfriCHI in November 2016 [7]. 
Although I did not really understand what a “living 
curriculum” constituted then, it was clear to all of us 
that having the opportunity to share experiences and 
opening the door to sharing resources would be 
valuable. There was definitely a call for a resource upon 
which we contribute to and draw upon to improve our 
teaching.  This is something I want to be a part of, and 
can play an important role in my goal to increase 
computer science and especially HCI research capacity 
in the African continent. While I am not certain how I 
can contribute beyond my experience, I would love to 
learn more about others’ vision for a framework and 
information architecture, and would be happy to 
contribute. 
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