The Value of Failures: research a disaster
CAEE100

60 points


The recent collapse, on 1 August, of the I-35W bridge over the Mississippi River at Minneapolis, and the resultant questions regarding the bridge's design and maintenance, call attention to the role of civil engineers in our society.  This tragedy also emphasizes the importance of failure analysis in engineering.  Engineers often learn more from failure than from success. Failures are so important that engineers routinely go into the laboratory to induce failures. The strength of a steel beam will be measured by breaking it in the lab, and concrete is tested by crushing it. Unfortunately, failures also happen outside of the lab. This is perhaps inevitable, since engineers are always pushing the envelope, designing new things that are bigger, taller, faster, lighter than anything that came before. These failures are studied just like those that are induced in the lab in order to advance our understanding of engineering systems.  

One famous engineering disaster was (merge from list).  What can you find out about it? Use at least six (6) different sources of information. At least three (3) of your sources must be from the Library. 

1. 20 points: Keep a detailed log of your research process. Include the decisions you made along the way and why you made them in relation to how you went about finding your information—what kinds of resources you used (books, websites, magazines, other people, TV shows, etc.), how many relevant and irrelevant results you got, how long it took. Include anybody you asked for help (teachers, friends, classmates, librarians, strangers on the bus...), and the search terms you used in on-line or library searches. Don’t avoid being honest about getting stuck or confused—this portion of the assignment will be evaluated according to the depth and detail you provide in documenting your search process.

2. 15 points: Summarize, in 1 – 2 pages, the engineering disaster you researched.  Include a bibliography of the sources you used. 

3. 25 points: Write one or more pages reflecting upon your experience searching for information. The focus is not if you were successful. Instead, describe what proved predictable and what surprised you. Did you find any part of the process particularly frustrating and why? What aspects or features of the research tools you used (e.g. Google) did you like or appreciate the most or the least and why? Did you have trouble finding enough information or was there too much information to filter through? Did the information seem relevant to your needs? Again, this portion of the assignment will be evaluated on the depth of description provided, reflecting on your perceptions of the experience (not the why and how which is addressed in Part 1.)

