COMPANY CONFIDENTIAL

Ideal Software Roadmap (draft 0.0) 
==================

In 3-4 weeks: build a demo system by re-packaging and customizing at a high-level some of your public domain code to illustrate some key advantages and benefits enabled by the underlying architecture.  The demo is to illustrate key advantages and benefits that people understand. Another objective of the demo is to show people that the company knows the technology because you’ve done it in a different capacity, and the company has the technical capability to improve and build a commercial platform using a similar  underlying technology as a base.  The second objective is generally not very important but in the case that I am trying to market an ASP offering when the company has no tangible platform to offer yet, demonstrating the know-how and technical capability to deliver on schedule will help negotiation.

Things can be hard-coded.  Don’t need database backend support if the public domain code doesn’t support it yet.  The goal is to get a reasonable demo out as soon as possible.  

In 2 months: A working new-architecture-awared authoring tool for course developers and a display engine for students.  This needs more discussion.  I have a prototype which could be a base for this. While authored content should be deployment platform independent an authoring tool that takes advantage of things like learning object architecture, personalization, internationalization and localization, and standards-compliant, bandwidth awareness, etc facilitates the creation of content that enhances training effectiveness, efficiency, and cumulative value (mixed and match of learning objects to create new courses).  

Why 2 months?  Because in 4 months we want to launch simple online training services. If there’s a deal with hollywood (no estimate of likelihood) I want them to get hooked to some of the nice properties that CoolMedia (or some other equivalent software) and the event-based message-passing architecture can  provide incrementally over a year.    The worst case is that we just launch whatever content is available from FSU, Berkeley , orUSC. In my meeting with Hollywood people I got them to incline to trying out new things, in principle, for better learning experience if there’s a deal.  Obviously, there’s going to be a lot of hand holding if this happens.  After all, it is hard to produce very good, sophisticated yet easy to learn and use software in 2 months.  My thinking is that we do what we can to help them use the new tools to build or  rebuild one course.

The nice things about CoolMedia is that it is designed with many of the above-mentioned attributes in mind. There are a few problems:

(1) The prototype is 100% Java, and at the moment the display engine runs as an applet.  Browser support for applets is lousy and hasn’t improved  for a long while.  Can we somehow take advantage of your personal server architecture here?  I haven’t figured out how.

(2) The prototype is based on Java 1.1.  Graphics and fonts support is lousy.  Java 2 has good support for graphics, fonts, special effects like alpha channels.  My original plan was to upgrade the prototype to Java 2 when browsers start to support Java 2.  There’s not much browser improvement to support Java 2 except for the recent alpha released Netscape 6.  Not too many people can run Java 2-based applets unless they download a large plug-in.  Even if people used plug-in, the same browser support for Java problem still persists. Can the personal server architecture help here?

A solution may be to build a Java 2-based application code named TrainingSpace for now.  The assumption is that when people are motivated they are willing to download software.  I believe students who pay to learn will not be deterred by the extra effort of downloading software. This approach immediately cuts down substantially the number of people who can view  the content properly – a big disadvantage when we want to aggregate traffic from the general public.  May be we could build an applet version and an application version.  But the applet version suffers the same browser deficiency problem.

Also, this development project needs very good programmers like Wojtek or my previous programmer.   I suspect there is still slight hope that I can get 2 months of Wojtek’s time to do contracting.  With his full time appointment at Syracuse, I don’t think he can take on any other full time commitment.  While we shouldn’t count on Wojtek for delivering this, I still would work on him a little bit until he says no. Moreover, if Wojtek really can spend 2-months contracting, we have to decide the best use of his time.

2 months is very aggressive and really depends on finding a top-notch programmer to lead building the first release.Plan B is to move the timeline to a later time, like 4 months.

One thing I haven’t decided and needs more research and discussion with marketing, business development, and finance folks is to distribute the authoring engine in CoolMedia for free.  It is not impossible but hard to build an authoring tool to compete with Macromedia’s sophisticated suite of authoring products which already has a large market share.  Adobe is trying to challenge Macromedia.  In principle, I think we can compete in the areas of ease of use (the KISS principle, so far, learning Macromedia products is a real task. Ease of  Use is a huge competitive advantage that too many software designers overlook.  We want lots of content built using our tools.  The easier it is to use the more likely people will use it.  Microsoft is making ease of use the top priority in product design.), smart content for personalization, play and plug functional modules etc.  A possibility is to try to partner with Adobe.   This takes lots of business development effort and some tangible software.  I have some clues and may be able to think of a business model to justice free distribution as an option.  Free distribution (not open source yet) is a tough decision when it comes to seeking investments.  
In 4 months: Technology-wise, deploy a DigitalThink-like online training environment for FSU courses and may be USC courses (I think DigitalThink has chat room, message board, and pager support for asynchronous collaboration.  For totally self-paced study many of the general study-support features shall be supported. General support for administrator and instructors should be available too.  Should support streaming audio and video using RealMedia (assuming FSU, Berkeley, USC course material has such.)

 I think we have to do roughly on par with DigitalThink on functionality.  Some new but stable architecture component that have been productized for performance, maintainability, and reliability should be in place. Database support is needed.  Not knowing what Wojtek has done for Syracuse Language, I would suspect his system probably has more or less of what an online-training environment needs.
The key is we don’t need to many new functionality but we do need pieces of new tech for the underlying architecture in the system in order to demonstrate and claim progress in building out the ultimate commercial eTraining platform.
Next, I will add 7 months and 11 months deliverable.  Some how, I like to follow a quarterly schedule or semester schedule that people are familiar with when relating to education.
It looks aggressive but we always can work backward to figure out what realistically can be achieved assuming different resource level.

Obviously, the writeup is an incomplete first draft.  I have to go out now but want you to read what I have written so far.  I am pretty much just thinking out loud in writing.

Alex

