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Operational Concepts


The Group Notes project is meant to simplify individual and group research by tracking and cataloging useful documents and websites found by the individual researcher and generating a “research list,” and then synchronizing the individual research lists with a selected group list through our server.  On the individual level, the Group Notes application can be launched with the click of a button.  From there, it will automatically catalog all the websites and documents the user accesses and automatically generate useful information that the user may want, such as a page blurb or statistics on how often each page or document is visited.
However, the true power of this project comes from its grouping interface.  Multiple users of the Group Notes application can sign up through our central server as groups.  Then, when they are done with their research for the day, they can submit their individual lists to the group server.  This sever will then maintain a master list for the entire group, complete with relative group information such as who submitted what, and group comments.  This master list can then be redistributed back among the group upon request.

System Requirements 

Since Group Notes has both an individual and group component, it makes sense to divide the System Requirements among these components.
The Program Interface that runs on the individual machine must have:

· A user-friendly GUI with its abilities clearly accessible.

· The ability to add an individual resource, such as a web-site, document, pdf, etc. to the research list.
· The ability to remove unwanted resources from the research list.
· The ability for the user to add comments on each resource, or, if the file format is supported, the program can automatically generate a blurb for the user.

· The option for the user to select the source of the page blurb.  At first, probably just between HTML header or the first paragraph, but add-ons possible

· Keep relevant statistics on each resource, such as how many times accessed, when the last access time was, etc.

· The ability to sort the resources based on selected statistic, e.g. sort on by most frequently accessed
· List or print research history
· Keep track of multiple research projects and be able to easily switch between topics. 

· Easily open supported resources, such as documents and web-sites.

· The ability to synchronize the individual list with the group server, by submitting the list to the group server, and by receiving the individual or group list from the server. 

· An interface that allows a user to create a group and join an existing group notes project. The user may also choose to make groups private.  

On the other end is the group server. It must have:

· An interface that allows multiple users to sign up as groups.

· The ability to received and synchronize group lists.
· Store who added what to the group lists. 
· The ability to store retrieve previous versions of lists.
System and Software Architecture

The program that runs on the individual machine seems mostly feasible.  It would need a user-friendly GUI that would maintain the research list in some reasonable way, but this is just visual list manipulation, and there are many examples to go from.  Most everything else about the individual level program seems feasible. 
 
However, a problem to consider is how the program would register itself with the OS. The system would need to be mostly automated, in that the user could add the web address to the research list with just a click of the button, or even have the site added with no user interaction whatsoever. This means the program would have to listen in the background for websites and documents being opened, and then wait for a right click and the user to select a specified option.  On a Windows machine (which presumably the first release will be written for) this means the program would needs to add itself to the list of processes available in a context menu.  With the research done in the time-constraints, this is believed to be possible, but so far not entirely clear how a program can register itself with the Windows OS to achieve this end. This is an important aspect, for it directly relates to both the ease of use of the program and the program’s unique functionality, which, as we will discuss later, is vastly important to Group Notes’ survival as a product. 

Another major aspect to consider is where the master list will be stored.  We of course could store it on our central server, which then requires some sort of data base, or instead it could be stored on one of the group member’s machine. For example, the user that creates the group would also have the program running that stores and manipulates the group list.  While storing the master list on a group member’s machine eliminates the need for outside support of the product, the user that creates the master list needs to have a computer with high availability to serve clients.  Also, a user that stores the master list might need to resolve configuration problems that other users within the group experience.
Lifecycle Plan


The potential user base for the Group Notes application is quite large, and extends to almost any group that has research being done by multiple people who need to share their results.  For example, an English professor who has assistants doing research for her new book could use this product.  She could give them the software, and then set up a group on our server.  Then, whatever her assistants find, they could submit it to his list for viewing.  
As well, this product could be used in this class.  It seems a large portion of the task to come is going to be familiarizing oneself with new technologies, and so group members could find helpful sites and store them with Group Notes, and then submit their lists to the group.  In this way, everybody in the group could benefit from the helpful sites individual group members found.
However, an open question to consider is how Group Notes is going to make money.  This problem stems from the fact that this product is going to be in competition with wiki pages.  Both technologies deal with the communal storage of useful information for a specified group.  The point of Group Notes is to be easier and more convenient to use then a wiki page, but a wiki page is free.  Thusly, it does not seem likely that anyone would pay for a service that is extremely convenient when they could get something not quite as convenient for free.  This presents a problem and makes the business model unclear. The question is then raised of would it be better to be integrate Group Notes into an OS (such as Windows) and sell it as part of a package, or to find a way to market Group Notes as a standalone product.  So far, there is no definite answer to this question. 
Feasibility Rationale

The conceptual integrity of the project seems solid, and could definitely be a useful tool for group research. The product itself would have to start out targeting commonly used documents, such as html and word documents, due to time constraints.  This of course would limit compatibility, but shows that there are almost a limitless number of extensions and add-ons that the product could have, such as pdf files and PowerPoint slides, and automatic bibliography generation with the user being able to select the style to use.   

The main problems are listed above.  While the idea is straightforward, implementation will require a lot of familiarization with Windows internals.  A suitable business model must be found, whether that be marketing Group Notes as a stand alone product, or creating it in hopes of selling the product later to a larger company. 
