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Abstract
1996 is a special year in the history of computing. It marks the 50th anniversary of the
public announcement of the ENIAC, the first general-purpose electronic digital computer, the 25th anniversary of the first commercial microprocessor, the Intel 4004, and
the 15th anniversary of the first IBM PC, whose basic structure and open architecture
set the standard for subsequent personal computer development.
Most technological developments of consequence pass through the familiar S curve of
slow initial growth, then a period of rapid acceleration, and finally another slow-growth
phase of important, but marginal, improvement. For the digital computer, the slow
growth period lasted about 15 years. The acceleration phase began with the introduction
of the transistor in the late 1950s, received additional thrust with each new transforming
technology (time-sharing, integrated circuits, real-time minicomputers, networking, the
microprocessor, interactive graphical operating systems and programming environments, supercomputers and parallel machines, high speed communications, the Internet, the World Wide Web, etc.), and continues unabated to this day.
We describe past developments and current trends in the areas of computing hardware,
communication, and software and make a few predictions about the state of computing
in general and in chemical engineering education in the year 2001.
Introduction
Only “yesterday” those two most prominent dates of 20th century fiction, Orwell's 1984
and Clark's 2001, seemed far into the future. Today, 1984 (do you remember your IBM PC AT
or Macintosh 128?) is long past, and Big Brother is (almost) nowhere in sight.
2001 looms over the horizon, a mere half-decade away. And Clark's HAL, malevolent and
almost infallible, also seems nowhere in sight. But, of course, he won't be “born” until 1997,
so there is still time! One certainty is that HAL will look nothing like Kubric's 1969 vision of
him. No astronaut in full space suit will float among HAL's innards. More likely, all of HAL's
parallel processing capability will be encompassed in many microprocessors, housed in a
“box” of quite modest size.
Neither Orwell nor Clark should be faulted for his vision. Predictions about the future of
technology have not been particularly accurate. Verne was right about moon travel, and in his
1863 novel Paris in the Twentieth Century correctly imagined the automobile, electric lights,
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and the fax machine, but was wrong about many others. Edward Tenner, in his recent Why
Things Bite Back, argues convincingly that most predictions about technological developments
turn out to be either off the mark or just dead wrong.
Two of my favorite predictions, both from Vannevar Bush (inventor of the analog computer and World War II production czar), show how long-term right and short-term wrong the
same person can be about the same subject:
“ ... The MEMEX will be for individual use, about the size of a desk with display and keyboard that will allow quick reference to private records, journal articles and newspapers, and perform calculations ...”
in As We May Think (1945)
“ ... Will we soon have a personal machine for our own use? Unfortunately not!”
in MEMEX Revisited (1967)
Incidentally, Bush, a consultant for IBM, is reputed to have told the IBM Board in 1955
that no more than 100 IBM 650s should be built, since they could do all the computing that the
World needed done!
Even short-term prediction is fraught with peril. Few would have predicted in 1993 that a
hyperlinked World Wide Web would transform computing from a machine-centered view to a
network-centered one almost overnight. Despite such revolutionary surprises, technology instills a sense of unfolding promise, making prediction almost impossible to resist. Hence my
title, 2001 (granted, I’m not looking all that far into the future!).
Hardware
Hennesey and Patterson, in their superb 1995 text Computer Architecture (a must-read for
anyone interested in low-level computer structure and functionality), briefly outline the history
of computer hardware and architectural development, noting that a 1995 desktop PC (costing
say $4,000 in 1995 dollars) had more main and disk memory, and better performance, than a
million-dollar (1965 dollars) 1965 main-frame.
Processors and Memory
During the twenty five years following ENIAC, actual computer “performance” (Hennesey and Patterson), a rough measure of ability to process a comprehensive mixed set of test programs, improved by about 25% per year for main-frames, year in and year out. That rate
improved to between 25% and 30% during the 1970s, primarily because of the introduction of
minicomputers into the hardware mix. Since 1980, following widespread production of microprocessors, the overall performance growth rate has climbed to roughly 35% per year. The Intel
CISC (complex instruction set computer) microprocessor family, used in perhaps 85 percent of
the approximately 75 million machines that will be sold worldwide in 1996, is primarily responsible for this acceleration in average performance.
RISC (reduced instruction set computer) processors were first introduced in 1984. Since
then, overall performance of computers incorporating this class of processors has improved at
about a 50% annual rate. Although used in only 10 to 15 percent of computers in the current
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market, RISC processors play a significant role in engineering computing, since they are used
primarily in high-performance engineering workstations and parallel machines (also in Power
Macintoshes).
Figure 1 (data from URL infopad.eecs.Berkeley.edu/CIC) shows that raw peak processor
capability (rather than observed average performance for assembled computers), estimated
roughly as proportional to the product of processor transistor count and clock speed, has doubled about every eighteen months over a 20 year period for the Intel family of CISC microprocessors. The Power PC and DEC Alpha RISC microprocessor families show even shorter peak
performance doubling times of 12 to 14 months.
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Figure 1. Peak performance estimated from the product of transistor count and clock speed for Intel (o), Power PC (x) and DEC
Alpha (*) microprocessors.
Three current trends in chip and magnetic disk technologies are (Hennesey and Patterson):
1. Transistor density for integrated circuit logic (microprocessors) is increasing at about
50% per year; growth rates in transistor count per chip are in the range 60% - 80% per year.
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2. Dynamic (main memory) RAM bit density is increasing at about 60% per year, resulting both from higher transistor densities and design improvements requiring fewer transistors
per memory cell. The result is RAM of much larger capacity and much lower cost than was
available even two or three years ago. 16 Mb chips are now standard, and 32 Mb and 64 Mb
chips are widely available. [NEC has recently reported development of an experimental 4 Gbit
RAM chip (256 times the capacity of the current standard chip), with production planned for
around 2005.]
3. Prior to 1990, magnetic disk densities increased at about 25% per year. Since 1990, the
rate has accelerated significantly to about 50% per year.
What about costs? Here, the impact of the technical developments alluded to in the preceding paragraphs, improved manufacturing performance (yield of good chips), and economies
of scale resulting from volume production and commoditization of microcomputers, have led
to incredible reductions in the cost/performance ratio.
Figure 2 shows a retail price curve for 16 Mb DRAM (dynamic RAM) chips between
1993 and 1996. The cost reduction by a factor of 8 to 10 over the 3 to 4 year life cycle of this
DRAM chip is typical of that for prior standard chip sizes as well. With the compounding of
cost reductions for standard chips, the cost per megabyte of DRAM has dropped incredibly
from over $17,500 in 1977 to about $5 in 1996 (both in 1996 dollars). Thus real RAM costs
have been reduced by a factor of 3500 in about 20 years!
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Figure 2. Cost of 16 Mb RAM chips - 8 required for 16 MB
(data from Hennesey and Patterson).
What are the prospects for continuation of the performance trends for processor and memory chips described above? Very good, at least until 2001 and probably for several years beyond. Processor chips with a billion transistors and memory chips with many billions of
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transistors are certain to appear before the end of the first decade of the next millennium.
However, physical limitations of current photolithographic processes will force major
changes in chip production technology before then. As shown in Fig. 3, the minimum feature
size (e.g., width of “wire” traces) of chip-making photolithographic processes on silicon has
fallen from 12 microns in 1970 to 3.5 microns in 1980 to 0.8 microns in 1990 to 0.3 microns
in 1996; at least two new 0.25 micron fabrication facilities will be in full production by mid1997. The apparent limit of this technology, 0.365 microns, the wavelength of the ultraviolet
light currently used for photoresist exposure, will in fact be reduced by more than half, to 0.1
microns, with lasers emitting 0.248 micron or 0.193 micron ultraviolet light and clever use of
phase-shifted interference lithography. However, barring some even more clever (and unlikely) improvement within the next very few years, the minimum feature size of photolithographic
technology is probably about 0.1 microns, likely to be in common use during the first half of
the next decade (Stix).
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Figure 3. Minimum feature size for silicon chips.
Thus new technologies using photolithography with much shorter wavelengths or, more
likely, completely new technologies not involving the interplay between light and photoreactive polymer resists, will be required. The new technologies may involve very-difficult-to-focus x-ray or rather slow electron beam processing (used by NEC in development of the
experimental 4 Gbit DRAM chip mentioned earlier).
IBM researchers have reported creation of microstructures on silicon as small as 30 nanometers, and many university and corporate researchers worldwide are working on development of the ultimate smallest silicon component, the single-electron transistor, for which the
minimum feature size is about 7 nanometers. Thus, for transistor-based micro-electronic silicon chips there will be an ultimate maximum transistor density and minimum feature size,
whatever chip fabrication technology supplants photolithography. If the trend toward smaller
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feature size illustrated in Figure 3 were to continue unabated (improbable), that ultimate limit,
two orders of magnitude smaller than 0.1 micron, would be reached sometime around 2025.
From the numbers cited in the previous paragraphs, it appears likely that the rapid increases in transistor density (hence computer performance) we have seen in past decades will continue for at least one more decade. Whether the pace continues for the decade after that will
depend as much on the development of cost-effective manufacturing techniques as on theoretical possibilities. The sheer cost of a new “fab” (chip fabrication plant) may, in fact, determine
when Moore's Law (transistor density doubles every eighteen months), first postulated in the
mid-1960’s by a founder of Intel, finally breaks down. The capital investment in a typical fab
has climbed from about $1 million in 1970 to about $1 billion in 1994 to about $2.5 billion for
a new Texas Instrument 0.25 micron fab scheduled to become operational in 1997.
Given that gross revenues for the largest chip maker, Intel, will be approximately $25 billion in 1996 (and growing at a compounded rate of about 35% per year) it seems doubtful that
more than a very few companies worldwide will have the resources to create fabs based on entirely new technologies that may well cost $10 billion each by 2005 or so when the current photolithographic process will have run its course. $10 billion is not small change for any
company; it is about 10% of the current combined market capitalization of the Big Three US
automakers.
Parallel Processing
This is not to say that computational power of typical, affordable computers will at some
point fail to grow at the exponential rate we are accustomed to. What cannot be accomplished
with speedier individual processors will be made possible by processing in parallel on more
than one.
The supercomputing and parallel processing paradigm is currently going through perilous
times, as several once-prominent companies have either gone bankrupt or been taken over by
larger ones whose major revenues come from more conventional computer and/or workstation
sales. One current trend that seems certain to continue involves use of off-the-shelf mass-produced (typically RISC) processors, rather than extremely fast but very expensive custom-designed processors, such as have traditionally been used in the fastest supercomputers with
pipelined vector architectures. At least one experimental parallel machine with over 9000 processors (from Intel, using Pentium II CISC processors) has already performed useful calculations at speeds exceeding 1 Teraflop (trillions of floating-point operations per second), almost
three orders of magnitude faster than the fastest current custom-built supercomputer processor
made by Fujitsu. By 2001 a 10-teraflop machine (to be built by IBM for the Energy Department) will be in operation at the Los Alamos or Livermore National Laboratories.
Currently, two general architectures predominate, one called SYM (symmetric multiprocessing), involving a shared memory accessible (either directly or indirectly) by all processors,
and the other called MIMD (multiple instruction, multiple data) involving networked processors, each having its own “private” memory, inaccessible to the other processors.
Each of the architectures has its strengths and weaknesses. Programming of SYM machines is simpler than for MIMD machines (though explicit synchronization is required to
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avoid data access “races” by contending processors). For machines with a small number of processors (for example, just a few for desktop machines), the SYM architecture is likely to dominate. Unfortunately, as the number of processors grows, the bus structures for the shared
memory SYM machines can become extremely complicated, so scaleup to massive parallelism
(beyond say a few hundred processing nodes) is difficult technically and very expensive.
On the other hand, the networked individual processor MIMD model typically requires
message-passing software such as PVM (Parallel Virtual Machine) or MPI (Message Passing
Interface) to explicitly request transfer of information from one processor’s memory to the
memory of another processor that needs it. This complicates software development. The individual processors on these parallel machines behave like individual workstations with each
node, normally running its own copy of the (Unix) operating system, attached to a local area
network (albeit a very, very fast one, called a switch). Because of the architecture, MIMD machines are inherently scalable to quite large numbers (many thousands) of processors.
Parallel programs for tightly-switched MIMD machines can often be run as easily (though
not as quickly) on networks of workstations. My guess is that this model will be the predominant one for engineering computing by 2001. Software to ease the programming problem is
coming to market, and there will be a vast resource of unused compute cycles on very high performance networked workstations already in place in most engineering-oriented businesses
(and universities), just waiting to be exploited for solution of computationally complex problems.
Communications
Without doubt, communications is the “computing” area experiencing the greatest acceleration in growth and greatest decrease in price/performance ratio. Daniel Atkins, Dean of the
School of Information and Library Sciences and Professor of Computer Engineering at Michigan, estimates (personal communication) that the price/performance ratio for communication
bandwidth is currently decreasing at a rate ten times that for computing hardware.
Tables 1 and 2 show the astounding impact of the capacity of storage media and network
bandwidth on the storage and transmission of typical documents (here for uncompressed text
only). Note also that the recently released single-side/single-layer DVD (Digital Versatile
Disk) has about eight times (4.7 GBytes) the capacity of the conventional CD ROM listed in
the table. If two layers per side (read by adjusting the focus of the laser) and both sides are used,
then a single DVD, physically the size of a CD, can store a total of 18.8 GBytes, equivalent in
capacity to 32 current CD ROMs. So all the text (but not the graphics!) in all the documents in
the Library of Congress could be stored in fewer than 1000 such DVDs. (Don’t expect to see
this anytime soon! The Library of Congress is currently creating a digital library by scanning
at high-resolution about 1 million new and recent documents per year; the library will be available to K12 and university libraries as an on-line resource. Digitizing all 20 million documents
in the Library would be a massive and expensive undertaking, and is unlikely to be funded.)
The fastest local area network data-transmission rates, about 5 Mbps (millions of bits per
second) in 1980, will certainly be greater than 1 Gbps by 2001 (1 Gbps Ethernet equipment will
be available from manufacturers sometime in 1997). Milti-gigabit rates for high-performance
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switched networks, such as those used in massively parallel MIMD machines, will also be
common by 2001.

Table 1: Sizes of Typical Stored Documents (Lucky)
Document

Bytes

Floppy
Disks

CD ROMs

Page

2,400

0

1

Report

72,000

0

1

Book

720,000

1

1

Dictionary

60,000,000

43

1

Encyclopedia

130,000,000

93

1

Local Library

70,000,000,000

50,000

108

College Library

700,000,000,000

500,000

700

Library of Congress

18,000,000,000,000

12,900,000

26,000

Table 2: Transmission Times for Typical Documents (Lucky)
Document

Modem
28,000 bps

T1
(1.5Mbps)

Fiber Optic
(1.7 Gbps)

Page

0.68 sec

0.013 sec

0.0000113 sec

Report

20.5 sec

0.38 sec

0.000339 sec

Book

3.42 min

3.84 sec

0.0034 sec

Dictionary

4.76 hr

5.3 min

0.28 sec

Encyclopedia

10.32 hr

11.6 hr

0.61 sec

Local Library

232 days

4.32 days

5.49 min

College Library

6.34 yr

43.2 days

0.92 hr

Library of Congress

163 yr

3.04 years

23.5 hr

In late 1996, fast backbone Internet lines operate at about 45 Mbps. By the end of 1997,
the facilities of a yet faster Internet, called vBNS (very high speed backbone network service)
or Internet II, will connect about 100 research Universities and the national supercomputing
sites with optical backbone connections operating at 155 Mbps. No doubt Internet II will, in
turn, be replaced by Internet III, having a substantially greater bandwidth. Gigabit Internet
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backbone service will almost certainly be available for at least some users by 2001.
Most current modems attached to commercial cable television networks support Internet
transmissions at T1 rates (1.5 Mbps), some 50 times typical telephone modem rates (28.8
kbps). Potentially, however, broadband cable modems with optical cable lines are capable of
very much higher data rates, in the 10 to 40 Mbps range, at least when downloading (transfers
from the Net to local PC); uploading (PC to Net) is normally slower, but still several times faster than for current telephone modem communication. Unfortunately, only about 10% of current
commercial cable systems support two-way communication at all (so that PC to Net transmissions require a separate telephone modem), a situation that will probably be remedied by 2001
as companies upgrade their equipment and replace copper lines with optical ones.
Wireless services are now pervasive, and relatively inexpensive. Wireless local area networks are proliferating, and represent a cost-effective alternative to copper or optical cabling
as a way of “wiring” a building (though the data rates cannot compete with those for high-bandwidth optical fiber). Several different sets of globe-girdling LEO (low-earth-orbit) satellite systems are about to be put into place by consortiums of computing and communication
companies. They will provide high speed wireless services from virtually any place on the
earth’s surface. For example, 28 Mbps wireless Internet connections are planned for the $9 billion Microsoft/McCaw/Boeing Teldesic system of 288 satellites, scheduled to be fully operational in 2001.
The Web Changes Everything
Local (LAN) and wide area (WAN) networks have been with us for about twenty five
years, starting with the Ethernet LAN, developed at XEROX PARC in the early 1970s, and the
wide-area ARPANet, for which the first machine to machine transmission (from the University
of Southern California to the University of California at Berkeley) took place in September
1969. Prior to the development of these technologies, most remote computing was performed
at dumb terminals connected by telephone modem to mainframes operating in time-sharing
mode.
Local area networks (LANs) made possible the high-speed sharing of resources such as
mass storage units and printers. With the development of Unix in the late 1960s and early
1970s, remote computational resources on the network could also be tapped by multiple users
directly from their own networked machines.
ARPANet allowed for remote messaging (EMail) and file transfer, and the sharing of
ideas, data, research results and computational resources among users of machines that were
widely separated geographically. A key breakthrough came with the adoption of the Internet
transmission protocol (TCP/IP) and Internet domain addressing scheme in 1974. TCP/IP created a universally recognized standard for transmission of information “packets” over the network, and the addressing standard supported creation of world-wide directories, allowing
unique identification of every networked machine and the speedy delivery of information packets to their intended target machines.
With support from the US Defense Department, ARPANet grew at a steady but unspectacular pace during the 1970s from 24 sites in 1971 to about 200 in 1981. In 1986 ARPANet
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was replaced by a less “military,” more academic, network called NSFNet. One of the principal
functions of NSFNet was to provide high bandwidth access between University campuses and
five National Supercomputing sites (reduced to two in 1996). NSFNet was in turn replaced by
the loosely (some believe chaotically) managed, rather amorphous Internet (a network of networks) in the late 1980s. As of late 1996, the world-wide Internet ties together more than
100,000 individual networks with more than 50 million attached (either directly or through Internet service providers) individual machines.
The incredible recent growth in Internet infrastructure and use can be attributed in large
part to the development of the World Wide Web (www or simply the Web), which allows for
easy access to hyperlinked documents stored on any accessible machine located anywhere on
the Internet. Hypertext, which permits the nonlinear linking (essentially without restriction) of
one piece of information with another (presumably related) one, was first suggested by Vannevar Bush (see earlier) in 1945, and was promoted by researchers at XEROX PARC in the early
1980’s as a way of referencing and retrieving related information.
Tim Berners-Lee, an English physicist working at CERN in Zurich, is credited with developing three key Web concepts in the late 1980s and early 1990s:
A standard language for encoding hypertext documents.
A standard Internet protocol for linking and transmitting hypertext documents.
An addressing system for locating documents.
The language HTML (hypertext markup language), protocol HTTP (hypertext transfer
protocol), and addressing system URL (universal resource locator) form the underpinnings of
the current Web. One of the key decisions made by Berners-Lee was that a central directory
(which would allow for deleting and updating links as hyperlinked documents were removed
or modified) was infeasible for a “World-Wide” information web, i.e., that “dangling” hyperlinks to a removed document would simply have to be tolerated for the greater good of allowing
independent actions by individual Web document owners.
In 1990, Berners-Lee developed a browser/editor at CERN for creating, accessing and displaying hypertext documents (principally research papers and data at CERN) using his HTML,
HTTP, and URL concepts. However, it was not until 1993 when the Mosaic browser was created at NSCA (University of Illinois), that the potential of the Web became apparent (at least
to some). With the formation of Netscape, Inc. and the release of the Netscape browser in 1994,
the Web “took off”.
The principal resources that can be hyperlinked on the web go far beyond mere text, indeed can be almost anything (text, graphics, sound, animation, video, virtual reality images,
signals from an instrument on a remote experiment, software, ...); essentially any information
that can be digitized can, or soon will be, Web-linkable.
It is, I think, fair to say that the Web changes everything. If, as McLuhan suggested in
1967, the medium is the message, then here the message is the Web. Some (myself included)
think the Web may be as revolutionary an invention affecting the way we communicate and
access and disseminate information as was the printing press.
The Web is the first truly new medium since television; it is, in fact, a multi-medium be-
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cause the range of resources it can access potentially includes essentially all of the other mass
media (newspapers, movies, radio, television). But in addition to providing a vehicle for “push”
technology or “webcasting,” in which the Net delivers information to the user (much as broadcasters do), the Web (1) allows an individual user to interact with resources and other users on
the Web, and (2) allows an individual user to create resources, in essence to become a “publisher,” without formal approval by an oversight authority. The Web can be an extraordinarily
liberating medium for individual creativity (much that is worthless gets created in the process
as well). The Web (or whatever supplants it) is clearly a multi-medium destined to have enormous impact on information dissemination, education, and commerce.
The Web’s growth during the past three years is simply phenomenal. Virtually every corporation, academic institution, government agency, and uncounted individuals now have a
presence on the Web, at least in the form of a hyperlinked home page.
Commercial Web activity is growing apace. It is hard to believe that the first commercial
advertisement on the Web (for a lawyer’s services) (1) raised a furor among Web users as a
violation of Web etiquette, and (2) happened as recently as April 19, 1994. Contrast this with
an estimate by Forrester Research that commercial Web transactions will exceed $10 billion in
1999, with computer hardware and software sales comprising a large piece of the commercial
pie.
The recent flurry of multi-billion dollar buyouts and takeovers involving television, telephone, wireless, cable, computing and on-line Net-access companies attests to the fluidity of
the situation and to the uncertainty about which technologies or combinations of them will
eventually win in the “interactive” educational, entertainment, and commercial marketplace.
My guess is that by 2001 commercial and educational interactivity will be centered on the Web
and computer (with commercial cable systems providing Net connectivity for a substantial
fraction of home users), rather than on interactive cable and the television set. News and entertainment currently delivered by mass media will stay in the domains of newspapers, radio,
movies, and television, but the Web will play a role in these areas too (on-line magazines, webcast stock market reports and breaking news, etc.).
Perhaps the Web’s greatest impact has been on the nature of “computing” itself. The center of gravity for computing activity is shifting perceptibly from individual computers and
workstations to the network. Major corporations such as IBM and Microsoft have reoriented
their missions to focus on delivery of “Net-centric” services and “Net-aware” application software. The distinction between what’s done locally and what’s done remotely will blur substantially in the coming years. Many corporations have already taken advantage of the net-centric
Web model by creating internal internets called intranets, mini-Internets that use standard Web
software such as browsers for accessing and updating corporate data and information; firewalls
(software to isolate the internal intranet from the Internet) protect corporate information from
the outside world.
Because the Web is so new and has grown so rapidly, it has many rough edges and problems. Service can be slow; breakdowns do occur (and will surely continue to occur). However,
the Net’s distributed nature and redundancy of communication paths virtually insures that only
parts of it will be affected by a particular failure; a catastrophic Net breakdown comparable to
a nation-wide power outage seems unlikely. On balance, the commercial carriers have done a
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remarkable job in installing new lines and equipment in response to rising demand, and will
undoubtedly continue to do so, as a wholly new optical fiber and wireless communication infrastructure takes shape over the next decade.
Two issues that need to be addressed before the Web can reach its full potential in the
commercial arena are: (1) security of Web-based financial transactions, and (2) copyright protection for Web-accessible intellectual property. The problems in these areas are challenging
both technically and legally, and too involved to discuss here (and I don’t know much about
them!).
Substantial work has been done on financial security issues, mostly involving some form
of encryption, and the Web is already being used fairly heavily for on-line sales and financial
transactions, with apparently little fraud or error (but the occasional horror story shows that
problems exist). US copyright laws are under active discussion in the Congress, and an International Copyright Convention of 160 nations, meeting during 1996 and 1997, will attempt to
reach global agreement on the handling of intellectual property, particularly computer-based
intellectual property. Real copyright protection is more likely to come from the bottom up (in
the form of technical safeguards on the Web) than from the top down (international treaties or
US copyright law). Because these issues are so important to the future of the Web and to the
use of Web-based information for commerce and education, I believe that some reasonable and
effective solutions for current security and copyright problems are likely to be in place by 2001.
Software
The most important software for engineering students, faculty, and professionals can be
broadly classified by general function: (1) system software, (2) network services, (3) programming language translators/compilers, (4) general productivity tools, (5) problem, task, or discipline-oriented applications, and (6) multi-media instructional aids.
System software includes the base operating system for the computer and a myriad of programs for providing communication and access to system resources. The first operating system, for controlling the processing of batches of programs on punched cards on the IBM 704,
was released in 1957. Subsequent systems, for time-shared access to mainframes, appeared in
the mid-1960s. With each new class of hardware (minicomputers, personal computers, workstations, etc.), new and usually more sophisticated operating systems appeared and then slowly
evolved over the years.
Currently, the most important operating systems are Unix, used on engineering workstations with RISC processors, Windows95/DOS and Windows NT for personal computers with
Intel and compatible processors, and the Macintosh OS for Macintosh and clones with Power
PC processors. All now have graphical user interfaces that are descendants of windowed interfaces developed at XEROX PARC in the early 1970s and popularized with release of the Macintosh in 1984; the interfaces appear remarkably alike to the user, making switching from one
machine to another much less onerous than in earlier times (but still not without pain!).
New features such as support for multiple users (Unix), preemptive multi-tasking (timesharing of the local processor among several running programs), threads (parallel minitasks
within a single application), and network services (e.g., remote file transfer, electronic mail,

2001

277

Internet and Web access) have over the years been incorporated into or made available to operating systems.
Future versions of the predominant operating systems will almost certainly be much more
“network-aware” than current ones, i.e., it is likely that the user interface (probably with a
three-dimensional appearance) will eventually make little distinction between what is local to
the user’s workstation and what is on the network or Web.
The desktop metaphor with its emphasis on files and folders has been dominant since the
introduction of the Macintosh in 1984, but is giving way to new metaphors, in particular that
of the compound document as a container for objects - textual, graphical, sound, video, computational. Group interfaces for conferencing and for working collaboratively over the network
are under development, and likely to be very important in both the academic and industrial
workplace by 2001. Virtual reality will almost certainly play a role as a 3-dimensional imaging
tool for navigating in the net-centered operating systems of the future. New multi-sensory tools
involving gesture, eye and body motion, voice, smell (maybe not!) will eventually supplement
the keyboard and mouse for interacting with those future operating systems.
Stephanopolous and Han (see p. 239) have described programming language developments in lucid detail, so I won’t elaboratye on their observations here, except to note that there
are strong trends toward development of modular, structured, and more easily maintained and
reusable object-oriented programs (the latter allow for hierarchical decomposition, and encapsulate both data structure and algorithm). My guess is that by 2001 most chemical engineering
students will be trained to use high-level and visually-oriented computational and “programming” tools rather than traditional procedure-oriented languages such as FORTRAN and C.
In general, software improvements come much more slowly than those for hardware described earlier. This results from the fact that much code is still “handcrafted,” that many popular applications were originally written years ago with unstructured code, that subsequent
“improvements” have been made in ad hoc fashion, and that programs are often quite large
(many are enormous), hence difficult to validate.
Nevertheless, there is hope from a new computing discipline, software engineering, from
object-oriented programming technology, from the trend toward open systems, cross-platform
(different kinds of computers) compatibility, emerging international standards for communications and hardware interfacing, and, in some cases, cooperation among software developers
and hardware manufacturers.
One of the most exciting recent software developments is the emergence of Sun Microsystems’ Java, an object-oriented language for creating programs that reside on network servers. When a networked user requests a service or a calculation or a display provided by a Java
program (small ones are called applets), the Java code is downloaded to the user’s workstation
from the server, and either immediately interpreted locally by a Java virtual machine (JVM)
translator or compiled into machine code for the workstation and executed. JVMs are available
for essentially all personal computers and workstations and are being incorporated into Web
browsers such as Netscape and Microsoft Explorer and other application programs.
This means that a Java program automatically has cross-platform compatibility (Nirvana
for a programmer), since it can be run without modification on any computer, such as a Unix
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workstation, Macintosh, or “Wintel” (Windows operating system and Intel processor) machine
with a JVM or Java-compliant browser. The user need not store the program locally, and the
Java programmer can change the program without concern for the machine it will eventually
be run on. Java, or some successor to it, is central to the notion of Net-centric computing.
Sun and a few other hardware/software vendors view Java as the tool for creating network-centered operating systems to replace conventional workstation operating systems such
as Windows and the Macintosh OS, treating individual machines as network computers. My
guess is that this will not happen, and that conventional operating systems will instead become
much more Java-compliant by incorporating JVMs and Java compilers as core components.
Many other new software developments are also Web oriented, especially for creating and
improving search engines for locating and cataloging URLs of interest on the Web, and for creating intelligent Web agents (small programs that move about the Web searching data bases
and filtering information to carry out specific tasks of interest to the user). Current Web search
engines are quite primitive, and identify URLs of interest based on text matching only. Engines
available in 2001 will likely allow for searching of text in context and searching of non-textual
information, in particular, images (e.g., find pictures containing sunsets) and sounds (e.g., find
soundbites with references to global warming).
Implications for Chemical Engineering Education
How do (and will) all these intense (and accelerating) computing activities affect academia in general and engineering education in particular? In many respects, the impact of computing on education and academic life has paralleled that in the world outside the academy.
Substantial basic research that feeds the computer revolution is performed by academics and
their students. The University of the present looks quite different from the University of even
a decade ago. Virtually every desk supports a networked desktop computer, the University library is “on-line,” and every dorm room is (or soon will be) connected to the rest of the electronic world. The computer has brought with it systemic changes in the ways the University
conducts its business and research and interacts with its students, graduates, faculty, and staff.
The impact of the computer in the classroom has, to date, been much less dramatic than
in other areas of the academy. An 1896 still photo of an engineering classroom, professor lecturing with chalk in hand, would look remarkably similar to most engineering classrooms in
1996. Will that paradigm last for yet another century? Not likely.
Despite its apparent lack of impact to date in most classrooms, the computer has certainly
affected what we teach and how students learn, as is evident from the many earlier papers in
this monograph. Most chemical process design [Biegler, Seader and Seider (p. 153), Grossmann (p. 171), Grossmann and Morari (p. 185)] and many control (Arkun and Garcia, p. 193),
and separations processes (Taylor, p. 139) courses have already been transformed into computationally centered ones. Most undergraduate laboratories have also undergone major upgrading, and the computer is now an integral part of experimental systems, both for data acquisition
and data processing, as described by Mellichamp and Joseph (p. 203).
Interactive multi-media instructional tools, such as those described by Fogler and Montgomery (p. 57) and Fogler (p. 103), allow faculty to create remedial and supplemental tools for
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self-paced learning of course material that are particularly effective for students whose learning
styles differ from the linear, analytical learning and teaching styles of most faculty. Numerical
mathematical tools, described by Shacham, Cutlip, and Brauner (p. 73), allow students to solve
nonlinear model equations and to carry out simulations that could not easily have been included
in core engineering science coursework in thermodynamics (p. 85), transport processes (Finlayson and Hrymak, p. 125), and reaction engineering (Fogler, 103), as recently as a few years
ago.
Nevertheless, the overall impact of the computer in our undergraduate curricula, particularly in our core chemical engineering science courses, has been less than might have been expected, given the computing resources now available on most engineering campuses. As
pointed out by Kantor and Edgar (p. 9), most of our standard textbooks do not yet have a significant computer-orientation. I foresee the standard textbooks of the next century as much different from those of the past. The future text will not be structured as the linear sequence of
static information found in our current texts, but will contain hyperlinked navigational aids, animation and sound, tools for manipulating data, and programs for carrying out simulations with
user-supplied inputs. By definition, they will require the computer for their use, and may even
be completely Web based, with small charges assessed for each access. (No doubt students will
still want to print many screen images as they appear, so even these “electronic” texts are likely
be accompanied by hard copy materials).
Most classrooms are not yet equipped with ready-to-use networked computing and projection facilities needed for doing good in-class demonstrations. Such equipment represents a
significant investment by the university, but it will be essential for engineering classroom instruction in the next decade. Classroom visualization (Hrymak and Monger, p. 253) of the unfolding dynamic solution of a fluid mechanics problem is worth much more than a thousand
faculty words.
Creation of good computer-oriented instructional materials and stimulating in-class demonstrations (even with the best computing and display equipment in place) is challenging, timeconsuming, and expensive. Unfortunately, such efforts by faculty often receive little recognition by department chairs and deans, particularly at research universities, so we may continue
to see fairly slow progress in fully integrating computing work into our core engineering science courses.
On the other hand, the Web could revolutionize the way we manage course-related activities. By 2001, virtually every course will have a home page on a Web site, with links to class
schedules, problem assignments and solutions, interactive messaging, and student records.
Driven by faculty interest and commitment, some courses will be strongly Web-centered, with
facilities for student collaboration and group interaction, in-class note taking (using laptops
with wireless communication?), interactive multi-media tools that integrate materials from local machines, CD ROM and the network, on-line examinations, and access to a wide array of
data base resources and numerical and discipline-specific software; classical lecture presentations in these courses will diminish in importance. Some departments may have full-time Webmasters whose principal duties involve assisting faculty in bringing the curriculum to the Web.
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The Virtual University?
Viewed more broadly, the new computing technologies, and particularly the Web, promise to transform the way Universities keep in touch with their alumni and deliver continuing
education to professionals. As the bandwidth of Internet trunk lines rises dramatically in the
next decade, videoconferencing, on-line interaction and collaboration, and Web access to digital data bases and libraries will make cost-effective delivery of distance learning a reality.
Some Internet-based experimental distance learning experiments are already underway.
One, a joint venture of the University of Michigan, the State of Michigan and the auto industry
called the “Virtual Automotive College,” is being directed by James Duderstadt, a former Dean
of Engineering and now President Emeritus of the University. The virtual college will deliver
its first all-electronic courses to engineers in the automobile industry over the Internet during
the Winter term of 1997.
In theory, a “virtual university” could be created using the new computing and communication tools and instructional technology with the Internet as its infrastructure. The driving
force behind such a university would be delivery of instruction to large numbers of students
and professionals in their homes or workplaces at much lower cost than with traditional campus-based courses. However, unless students have access to substantial interaction, group collaboration, and the opportunity to form learning communities, I’m skeptical of the near-term
success of such a university, at least for young (18 to 24 year old) students. A college education
involves much more than passive learning in near isolation. As suggested by Brown and Duguid, social experience, groups joined, scholars worked with, friendships made, prestige and
marketability of degrees earned, and a sense of place play powerful roles in the College experience. It seems unlikely that a virtual university will ever be viewed with nostalgia as alma
mater.
Summary
I have attempted to give an overview of past developments and current trends in digital
computing and communications (in particular of networks, the Internet, and the Web), and to
make some predictions about what the computing world will look like half a decade hence, in
2001. Many of the facts and figures are unattributed; for the most part, they come from extensive notes taken and articles (from newspapers, trade magazines, technical journals) clipped
over many, many years.
The conjectures about the future are mostly my own; fortunately I can’t be proved wrong
until 2001, at which point the whole exercise can be done again!
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