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This is my first newsletter for a very long time. Sorry about that. (I say that, of course, to help delude myself that you give a damn.) The plan is to produce regular newsletters from now on. Please tell me if you want off the list or want on the list.
The major highlight recently is that I have released a model, called Polyphony, whose purpose is to document IT applications from a business perspective. In short, it stores and displays the application’s functional design. In conjunction with this, there is a new release of my model building program WeaverBird. The changes to WeaverBird aren’t great – they are basically there to put in a few features I wanted for Polyphony.

The new WeaverBird release is WeaverBird 2009 v1. The big news is that it is now free. So if you want to build your own model, give it a nifty active text front end, and sell it to all your nearest and dearest, you can. Of course, if you want support, training or help, I can still provide all three for my usual meagre fee.
What does Polyphony do? It is essentially about tracking the relationships between what the users do, who they are, and what information they use. You load up the model data with information about tasks, data entities and user roles. Being a WeaverBird model, the diagrams and much of the report text are generated from the model data. Polyphony is designed to be used to document existing applications, and in the early stages of development, to explain what a proposed new application should do.
And because Polyphony is a WeaverBird model, the idea is that one person puts data into the model and sends it out to all the other interest parties for information and/or review.
I think documenting accurately and concisely what applications do, from a functional perspective, is one of the biggest problems in IT, and Polyphony goes a long way towards solving it. So many people in an organization need to know what an IT application actually does, and today, in most organizations, finding that information is a tad nightmarish. Its importance is, if anything, greater in development because it changes “gathering requirements” to “designing requirements”. Businesses don’t want IT applications – they want new business functions supported by IT.

If I had any competence at all in the darks arts of sales and marketing, Polyphony would be a big success. Unfortunately!
There is a lot more information about Polyphony at www.weaverbird.org/polyphonypapers.htm. 

As is usual with a first release, I am expecting to add to Polyphony and, in the light of experience, make it better and better. There are parts that I think will change little, like the task diagrams. It took a while to getting them looking good, and I think I’ve got there. User portal diagram will change a bit more. User portal diagrams are designed to give an overview of the user interface, to give a feel for what facilities are available to the user from one user interface with one security sign on. I am anticipating that, since there are so many styles of user interface, I will be adding new features here.

The part that intellectually was the biggest challenge was what to do about process flow. There are many process flow products on the market – activity diagrams in UML tools, or BPMN diagram tools – and I didn’t want to replicate them. When you look at a process flow diagram, it is not clear what activities and decisions take place at one time by one person (that is – take place in one “task”) and what activities have big waits between them. In the context of understanding IT applications, this is vitally important, so to show this, I have had to invent a new kind of process diagram that shows how tasks interact with each other. These diagrams nicely complement traditional process flow diagrams. Traditional process flow diagrams are all about what activities take place, what decision points there are and how the decision points shunt the process along different tracks that means different activities are executed. My new diagrams provide a linkage between this and the screens, i.e. the nitty-gritty of what people actual have to do. It does this by showing how the process splits into tasks; the unit of business functionality supported by the IT applications.
 The question then arises whether I should (a) have a traditional form of process diagram as well, or (b) superimpose the traditional form of process diagram on my kind of process diagram. In the later case how should I define the activities and decisions in the model data? Should I, (b-a) have new model data for process flow information or (b-b) generated the process flow from information already captured that explains how the tasks work? I’ve been around the block a few times on this, and for the moment I have no traditional process diagram. I’m thinking that if someone thinks they are important, they can get a process flow drawing tool from elsewhere and probably have one already.

One of the features, I have put into Polyphony is a glossary. I recall some discussion a few years ago in a data management discussion forum about the need for and the difficulty of implementing glossaries. Unfortunately, I can’t remember why it was difficult, because in WeaverBird it was quite easy. There is one diagram – a subject area hierarchy – and I wondered whether another diagram showing the relationships between definitions would be a good idea. By “relationship between definitions” I mean things like “is a”, “part of” and “opposite”. At the moment, I draw these relationships in the subject area diagram. I have also not predefined the kinds of relationships between definitions – I have a sneaking feeling that somebody else’s list would be different from mine.

So Polyphony is in its first release, but I believe it is, in its current form, really useful and I assure you that when I create a better version, it will be easy to export and re-import existing data to use the new version. My instruction to you is to buy it now. If you are hesitating, set the 30 day trial key and give it a go.
As always, I am always interested in your comments. I also want to see people trying it out, so please feel free to contact me before setting the 30 day trial key and I will give a presentation to interested parties in your organization to set you going.
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