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Rumor has it that Keith Richards woke up one night, sat straight up in bed, and recorded the hook of Satisfaction on a tape recorder he had close at hand.  He fell immediately back into his chemically induced sleep, but the song went on to be a hit.

The critical question is this: what would have happened if he did not have a guitar and a tape recorder at hand?  Our educated guess is that probably nothing would have happened.  The Stones catalog would be a little weaker and Richards would be a little poorer.  Do not let this happen to you!

Introduction

This document describes the premise and high level development plan of a team-oriented idea preservation, organization and development product.  The product is tentatively called Team Log.

1. Operational Concepts

Overview

Team Log aims to provide users with a means to quickly and easily preserve nascent ideas and develop and share them in a team environment.  In order to understand what makes Team Log special, it is necessary to examine both of these goals in greater detail.

Preservation of Ideas

A user of Team Log should always be able to capture an idea safely with one click.  As long as a user can access the Team Log, they can click a bookmark and be presented with a text box where they can immediately begin recording an idea.  Once they hit submit, it is safely stored in the database, where it can be retrieved, refined and expanded upon by the user or their team.

Sharing and Developing Ideas

Teammates of the original poster should always be able to access and comment on another user's ideas.  The Team Log UI will use color coding, threading, and search to help users find and organize ideas.

Differentiators

There are several classes of products available currently that provide functionality similar to that of Team Log.  Message boards, for example, allow users to share ideas.  However, they often provide only limited search abilities, lack threaded views and color-coding, and are generally cumbersome to use.

USENET newsgroups, now known to most as Google Groups, allow users at large to discuss a wide range of topics.  Newsgroups are traditionally viewed with threaded newsreaders, although often these do not provide color coding or other similar features.  In its original form, USENET posts were not persistent, but rather expired some period of time after they were posted.  Propagation between servers was not reliable (some posts would not get propagated).  Finally, newsgroups are different in scope than Team Log: while Team Log is meant to be run on the team’s private network or on an access-controlled server, newsgroups are generally open to the public (and a distributed system).  While it is conceivable that Google or another company might offer access-controlled private groups, it is often preferable to have a software solution that an organization can host itself.

Team Log's focus on safeguarding data is the primary feature differentiating it from message boards and news groups.  Data (ideas) are stored on a database system, which by its nature is reliable and simple to back up.  This is rarely the case with news groups (posts are stored as text files).  Message boards may or may not have safeguards in place.

2. System Requirements

Team Log must provide the following functionality:

 1. Preservation

 a) A user should always be at most one click away from being able to write down and store an idea when using Team Log.

 b) The user should be able to quick view, sort, and drill down through their stored ideas.

 2. Search

 a) Any user should always be able to search the database for ideas.  Parameters will include (but are not limited to) the following:

· Date or date range (I know I had an idea about how to use libfoo last week...)

· Author (I think Bill said something about...)

· Subject (I know we had a thread title something like “RE: Rollout” or something like that....)

· Content (I clearly remember writing a heading like “The Bottom Line” so I'll search for any post with that string in the content)

 b) Users should be able to control the scope of their searches, for example in the following ways:

· Search just one thread.

· Search a whole project.

· Search the whole database (anything to which the user has access).

 3. Collaboration

 a) Users should be able to comment on any idea they have access to.  This means that they can enter some text and have their comment appear below the parent comment and slightly indented.  Comments will be displayed in a clear, easily manipulated UI.  Cues such as thread-based indenting and color coding based on subject or author should be implemented.

 b) Users should be able to easily develop a mental schema about who said what and when by glancing at Team Log's threaded display of discussions.
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Figure 1 shows how indentation and search are presented to the user.

3. System and Software Architecture

User Interface - Team Log will be implemented as a Rich Internet Application (RIA).  Users will interact with Team Log through their browser.  The UI will be developed using one of several RIA tools, such as Google Web Toolkit or some other AJAX toolkit.  The UI should be easily manipulated to allow users to view only that information they find useful (this is expected to vary from user to user).  Users should be able to label and color code all ideas they can access.  They should be able to categorize ideas based on a wide range of metadata such as author, date range, subject, etc.  Users should be one click away from preserving (that is, writing down and submitting to the database) an idea at any point during their use of the program.

Data - The state of the program (for example, all user data, ideas, settings, etc.) will be maintained in a relational database management system (RDBMS).  Either Postgres or MySQL will be used (based on price and license).  The database will store two general classes of information: users and settings, and the ideas themselves (the content).
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Search - Search functionality for Team Log will be based on what is available from the RDBMS. This project is not concerned with search performance beyond what is inherent in creating a good schema and correct queries.  The database schema will provide sufficient data to allow meaningful searches. For example, data such as author name, subject, and date will be included.

Web Server -  Team Log will be served by Apache.  If necessary, certain modules or other middleware may be merged into the server.

Figure 2 illustrates the how the components of Team Log work together.

4. Life Cycle Plan

The development of Team Log will follow a roughly spiral approach, with the following milestones:

· Week 1 - Users are able to store, view and modify quick notes in their personal space.  No UI niceties like color coding are required, nor are collaboration or sharing features.

· Week 3 - Users can create teams and work collaboratively in projects.  Users can see, comment on, and quote other users' messages.  The UI should present discussions in a threaded format.

· Week 4 - Users can search the database for ideas in both their personal space and shared team spaces.

· Week 5 - Beta release.

· Week 6 - Color-coding, expanding / collapsing, and other UI niceties are added.

· Week 8 - Final release.

With these milestones and goals, it is clear that we will need at least two developers who are well-versed in web-development and another two or more proficient in database systems and design.  These members will focus most of their time and effort in their specialties.  The remaining developers will work on connecting these two parts together and developing algorithms to perform search and provide users the flexibility needed to view only those messages which a user desires to see.  

5. Feasibility Rationale

Team Log relies on technologies and techniques that are well and widely understood.  There are many toolkits available nowadays for creating RIA UIs quickly and easily.  While some, like Adobe Flex are expensive to license, others are freely available, and some are open source.  Similarly, there are several good RDBMSs available for free, such as Postgres and MySQL.  These databases should be more than adequate for Team Log.

Besides the wide availability of free software to provide the infrastructure for Team Log, web programming is not a new frontier for programmers in general (although it may be for the engineers implementing Team Log).  There are many books available on the topic, and some toolkits which will create a bare bones web application almost automatically.  Therefore, in terms of available infrastructure and skill set, it is a quite feasible that a small team of engineers could build Team Log in 6 - 8 weeks.

An assumption that we have made is essentially that the toolkits we plan to use will be able to construct the type of user interface that we desire.  However, it is possible that they will not. In this case, the alternative is to search for another toolkit or seek out references that provide the necessary information to create the type of UI desired. 

A further risk is that the team will lack the necessary knowledge of web development or database systems.  Without such knowledge it is nearly impossible to continue with the project.  Hence, it is crucial that some team members are proficient in these areas.
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Figure � SEQ "Figure" \*Arabic �2�: Team Log Components
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