Roundup – home group (1st April 2003)

Eoin Woods: the idea presented in Problem Frames was to push out the system boundary to the interface between the requirement and the problem domain. In effect, treat the organisation in which the system is embedded as part of the solution. A simple idea, but as ever, the devil is in the detail. Truly insightful approaches give you tools to deal with the complexity. Problem Frames need more investment of time to clarify whether they provide a mental toolkit that suggests solutions.

Michael Jackson’s talk implied that the requirements themselves could not be questioned.

Knowledge Capitalisation: Ray said that Allan Kennedy was entertaining. He asked what people’s beliefs were about software development. He believed that Model Driven Architecture was the best way forwards. Download and evaluate the KC tool from www.kc.com.

Metrics: Scott Crawford thought that this was an insoluble problem. People who have tried for a long time to be systematic about collecting metrics talked mainly about assumptions: e.g. the number of hours per day that people actually spend in productive work. Another assumption is that you can estimate in advance the number of classes your solution will need, and simply crank the handle to produce a plan. There’s a “magic spreadsheet” calibrated with project data since 1993. Heuristic: nine days per class. Lynne stated that it had worked well in a project on which she had worked.

Ray added that a graph could be drawn for productivity vs. team size, which inverts at some point – the law of diminishing returns. XP practices such as pair programming and continuous integration invalidate the underlying assumptions to some extent. Key point: developers in an XP team are empowered and authorised to do just about anything, which cuts down on the communication overhead.

Allan Clearwaters was depressed by the session “developing secure and usable software”. The security industry is still largely ignorant of human factors: e.g. security is not enhanced by insisting on a proliferation of obscure passwords that have to be changed frequently (people write them down). The conflict between security and us​ab​il​ity is seen by many as an insurmountable problem, so it tends to just get ignored!

Innovate! Dan Haywood wrote down potential barriers to innovation and strategies for surmounting them (both at grass roots and management level). Ignorance and fear are the main inhibitors, aided and abetted by deadlines and lack of time to explore. Giving people space to innovate is analogous to giving agile developers a secure framework within which to be agile, instead of confronting them with existence-threatening organisational issues the whole time. Measures of individual performance need to reflect quality of work, not just project success or failure.

Undercover EJBs – Scott has written some simple beans to help investigate the behaviour of various platforms. Interesting and in some cases unexpected behaviours were found. WebLogic does appear to be the deserved market leader, JBoss doesn’t appear to perform very well, IIS and WebSphere are pretty good. Check Scott’s web site.

EJB the only game in town? Eoin said that there was too much agreement that EJB was the correct solution for server-side Java to make for a very productive debate. Scott was surprised by the lack of hostility to EJB.

Customer Taming: there was an illustration of (and quick graphical method for identifying) a number of different types of customer, followed by strategies for dealing with each type. Then there were practical exercises. Very effective session format and a lot of fun!

Type system of .NET’s common-language run-time: Dan said that this session was well done – a potentially turgid subject was made interesting and clear. It is actually important to know about the CLR type system even when using C++ or C# - the native types are not necessarily enough.

Ray went to the S# talk. It was refreshing to be reminded of Smalltalk, but the new language is impressively flexible. It supports aspect-oriented programming in a practical way, for example. For another example, the syntax is very malleable – you can use a C#-like or a Smalltalk-like way of writing S# (as well as a native style).

Fighting Fire with Fire. Immo said that patterns were a useful discipline for analysing project failures. Examples will appear on the OT Wiki for later study.

