Understanding the Entirety of Modern Informatics

Any attempt to represent the entirety of Informatics encounters a number of difficulties. The discipline of computing has matured to the point of having distinct sub elements, each of which is developing curriculum recommendations, accreditation criteria, conferences, professional societies and publications. While there are many advantages to this diversification and the detailed development efforts it produces, there are also potential difficulties if the view of the discipline as a whole is lost. 

There is no common representation of the breadth and depth of Informatics.  There is no agreement about the appropriate content of programs of study for preparing students to enter this field. Many people doing good work find it difficult to collaborate and combine their efforts because of disparity in understanding the content of our discipline.

In an effort to address these issues, a there is an active project to compile a comprehensive ontology of all of the informatics related fields. The aims of this project are ambitious.  The goal is nothing less than a comprehensive ontology of the computing and information disciplines and the specification and development of applications to serve needs as diverse as curriculum development and research classification.  The challenge is to develop an ontology that is acceptable to a broad spectrum of informatics researchers and practitioners, and which will support the variety of applications that these communities require.  

A specific goal is to support the onerous task of curriculum recommendations.  The present approach involves large committees for a long time at a great cost both in money and in human resources.  We must develop approaches that provide the tools to produce useful curriculum guidelines without the large investment of human and financial resources currently required.  

The organization of knowledge to serve all facets of the computing discipline is difficult because sub communities have different perspectives on the same topic areas and have overlapping interests based in different needs.  While the information recorded must be complete, it must also be open to groupings and linking that will vary depending on the community using it.  The representation must also be open to change since the field is not static and will continue to evolve over time. In addition to supporting development of curriculum recommendations and accreditation criteria, the knowledge organization will support classification of research and facilitate search for related work.  Some people will use the product of this effort to visualize the distinctions and the overlaps among the various computing disciplines.  Others will use it to see where a proposed curriculum at a local level fits in the universe of computing curricula and how a new specialty area depends on existing topics.  

