These are the answers to the 20 questions I found interesting at OOPSLA. – Pam Rostal

1. Why might a biological model be more appropriate for computing than a machine metaphor?

Dennis Tsichritzis, in his talk “Object Species Evolution” emphasized the need for objects to evolve and move in order to meet their responsibilities.  The old model of computing as a mechanical metaphor works best for the static requirements (e.g., standard management reports) that existed before highly interactive distributed architectures emerged.  The new model will feature agents prominently because they exhibit the desired characteristics.  Three preconditions must be met before they will dominate, however:

· Corporate support (i.e., a large business sponsor to advocate for agents as Sun did for Java)

· Compact language that can be mastered relatively easily (e.g., Java-like)

· Luck (i.e., development platform stabilizing just as the marketplace emerges)

2. What role will agents play in the future of software development?

Several speakers in addition to the keynote speaker mentioned above, emphasized that agents are emerging as the technology of choice to meet the needs of distributed dynamic computing.  

Nicholas Jennings, a well known figure in agent technology, spoke on Wednesday about how multi-agent systems were appropriate for handling:

· Natural decentralization

· Multiple perspectives

· Competing interests

· Multiple loci of control

He also recommended a methodology for developing agent systems.  (His slides are at: http://oopsla.acm.org/oopsla2k/postconf/Jennings.pdf.)  The company he works with, British Telecom, has an agent environment called Zeus, with a homepage at http://www.labs.bt.com/projects/agents.htm.  FYI:  When I asked a friend of mine who specializes in agent workflow about Zeus, he recommended Mitsubishi’s Beegent, saying that Zeus wasn’t as flexible as he needed.  Beegent is at: http://www2.toshiba.co.jp/beegent/index.htm.

Kevin Tyson indicated that Netfolio was using a modified form of agent development that emphasized aspects of objects that seem to have been de-emphasized lately – namely, their ability to abstract specific viewpoints, the separation of concerns that they bring, and the multiple levels of abstraction that they can represent.  

See #5.

3. What does the advent of DAML mean for KQML?

The DARPA Agent Markup Language (DAML) provides semantics for XML in a domain-independent way. Processing a document requires one to reference domain-specific ontologies on the web.  This represents a migration path away from Knowledge Query Manipulation Language (KQML) and towards XML as an agent communication language.  The DAML metamodel allows introduction of new event types, workflow types, data types and resource types to facilitate worklist management.  Like the contract modeling occurring elsewhere in the industry, DAML relies on the speech act concept of performatives.  For more information, see: http://www.daml.org/.

4. What is green field development?

New development as opposed to maintenance of legacy systems.  It was a new term to me.

5. Is code really erotic?

You’ll have to decide for yourself by reading Dick Gabriel (http://support.csis.pace.edu/dps/rpgmob/).  He suggests that the only way the software development community can emerge from its gloomy, bitter, depressing, deeply conflicted present is to “find a way to fight our fear of death.”  His solution is simple:  “Set up a fairly clear architectural direction, product a decent first cut at some of the functionality, let loose the source code, and then turn it over to a mob.”  His futuristic vision will be reached when this industry moves beyond its existing commodity economy toward a gift economy in which people use code, enhance it, and then contribute it back to the library for others – fostering a people-centered, rather than a technology-centered approach to the open source movement.

By the way, Gabriel recommends using agents to go around the Intranet/Internet and fix old versions of components when new versions are released.

6. Is SOAP good for anything besides washing yourself?

SOAP (Simple Object Access Protocol ) is a protocol that allows serialization of abstract data models (passed as XML-formatted messages), service invocation following RPC conventions and HTTP binding.  Microsoft SOAP 1.1 (could it be 99.9% pure like Ivory?) was submitted to the W3C standards body on 5/8/2000 as a potential standard specification for sending objects across the Internet.  It specifies an envelope that requires a listing of the features represented in the message, who should deal with them, and whether they are optional or mandatory.   Messages are vertically composable, with each behavior represented by a different application that can be invoked over the network.  They are also horizontally composable in that a workflow path can be specified as an intermediary to access the service.  It’s one-way message-based, modular and extensible, decentralized, evolvable, loosely coupled, allows stateless interactions, and could probably wipe out all disease if properly implemented (they didn’t say that last one).  For more information, see http://msdn.microsoft.com/xml/general/soap_webserv.asp. 

7. What is the role of ritual or ceremony in team development?

Several members of the panel that discussed this question focused on the definition of process, emphasizing that process represents ritual for the team of developers.  Brian Henderson-Sellers talked about process meta-models that can be instantiated, assembled and tailored to meet the need for adaptability.  Another panelist suggested evaluating one’s goals in adopting a process, the rationale for choosing a particular model, and the success criteria.  Once begun, he advocated tracking the difference between current state of the project and the goal state, thus making progress visible, and employing risk management, disciplined development, and code reviews to facilitate goal attainment.  Steve Mellor reiterated that, since process defines workflow and roles, the workflow artifacts should be visible and verifiable, recommending simulation or prototype for the verification.  My favorite was Alistair Cockburn, who said that methodology specifies the who, what, when of interactions, but people and personalities generate the team values.  The first order drivers of process are people, so consider their job satisfaction, personal goals, etc.

8. What is the biggest problem with software development on Wall Street?

According to Kevin Tyson, getting developers to understand that the same word can have different meanings to different people.  His talk gave a history of finance, concluding with his current job at Netfolio.  He said using the RM-ODP viewpoints was crucial because developers tended to overestimate their understanding of terms that are common to both business and technology.  The standards describing RM-ODP viewpoints can be downloaded at: http://www.dstc.edu.au/Research/Projects/ODP/standards.html, and the RM-ODP index is available from: http://www.joaquin.net/ODP/.  Kevin’s slides are at: http://oopsla.acm.org/oopsla2k/postconf/Tyson.pdf.

9. Is XP still Extremely Popular?

Apparently so – lots of people were wearing XP stickers, at least three tutorials and a standing-room-only panel gave the impression that XP is alive and well and meeting the needs of some development organizations.

10. What are business rules?

According to Ali Arsanjani, business rules come in three flavors – validation rules (dealing with the context of attributes), composition rules (particularly relevant to GUI components), and collaboration rules (governing interactions, especially in workflows).  The business rules workshop website is at:  www.mum.edu/cs_dept/aarsanjani/oopsla2000/business-rules.html.  It’s currently being consolidated, but will re-emerge when all papers are integrated by Ali Arsanjani.

11. Where do business rules go in an enterprise system?

The best place for them to be is still an open question.  Currently, they exist in rule engines, DTDs and grammars.  Jeff Sutherland said he came to the business rules workshop firmly believing that all business rules should be centralized, but by the time he left, he wasn’t at all sure that was appropriate.  (My view is: purpose, scope and policies governing a system should be centralized – then, why not let the individual processes specify their own rules?  If they’re consistent with the centralized rules, then the agents executing them should be able to negotiate any differences among their peers.) See http://www.research.ibm.com/AEM/abr.html for one implementation of externalized business rules.

12. Why is contract modeling becoming so important in computing?

Every transaction that calls for data or resources from another individual, department, company or organization can be modeled as a business contract, with a “set of obligations between its parties that are fulfilled, cancelled or violated. … A contract is therefore a statement of purpose that defines the expected performance, lead times and deadlines, period of validity, and other conditions that satisfy obligations incurred in terms of its clauses.”   (MARSHALL00, p. 50)

In Bill McCarthy’s accounting REA (Resource – Event – Agent) model, every commitment is modeled as either a contract (if it’s between companies) or a schedule (if it’s internal).  See http://jeffsutherland.org/oopsla2000/mccarthy/mccarthy.htm for a detailed account of the REA model.

Willem-Jan van den Heuvel and Hans Weigand model cross-organizational workflow using contracts, as can be verified at: http://jeffsutherland.org/oopsla2000/vandenheuvel/vandenheuvel.htm.

The Reference Model for Open Distributed Processing (RM-ODP), in its Enterprise Language definition, also deals with contracts and speech acts.  For a brief introduction, see http://www.dstc.edu.au/Research/Projects/EDOC/ODPEL.html.  

13. What is ebXML?

ebXML (or Electronic Business XML) is a flavor of XML supported by a consortium under the auspices of the UN/CEFACT (www.unece.org/cefact) and OASIS (www.oasis-open.org).  It is a layered set of specifications describing both framework and methodology for:

· Registry and repository 

· Business process (metamodel) 

· Business core components (allowable schema fragments)

· Trading partner agreements

· Transport, package and routing (e.g., what SOAP provides)

For more info, see http://www.ebxml.org/.

14. How many kinds of XML are there and why?

We’ve already seen three kinds – ebXML, the one used in DAML, and SOAP.  Many other variations are arising to meet the needs of specific domains (and even single companies), and this will probably continue.  

Interestingly, George Lakoff’s book (see #17) would suggest that the approach taken by DAML (specifying a grammar and substituting words from an ontology) is not valid because the syntax cannot be separated from the semantics.  Dave West would seem to agree because he opined that object researchers have allowed the document researchers to take over the means of communication and artificial intelligence researchers to take over the means of implementing behavior (agents), leaving their objects with a very passive role in current systems.    

15. How is workflow used in enterprise application integration?

Although EAI claims to be concerned with data flow and not work flow, the distinction becomes very blurry when a triggered application places work on a human being’s worklist.  Does workflow become data flow when a company automates a process? That doesn’t seem right to me.  

Some researchers are using micro-workflows to prepare data for transport across enterprise or system boundaries and to re-configure the results of the operation after it returns across the border.  This approach is taken by WebMethods, which allows Integration Logic Agents (ILA) to pre-process and post-process event fields as they proceed from process to process.

For a specific implementation, see http://jeffsutherland.org/oopsla2000/hoeymissen/hoeymissen.htm.

16. Is there a taxonomy of workflow?

This is an open question, but papers have been written on “Big workflow” across enterprises and micro-workflows at the level of individual objects executing methods.  The Workflow Management Coalition has concerned itself for years with workflows at the level of business processes, and there is no doubt that business processes can often be broken down into sub-processes.  This implies that there might be a taxonomy of workflow, but it might just be that workflow categories are radial categories with a prototype workflow and less prototypical processes that can substitute for the prototype under non-ideal conditions.  (see #17 for info about radial categories.)  For more information about workflows from the business object perspective, see Jeff Sutherland’s site at www.jeffsutherland.org/oopsla2000/. 

If it turns out that there should be a taxonomy of workflow, some of the questions that must be answered are:

· What does its metamodel look like?

· Is there a new notation required?

· Should it be broken out separately?

· Where should it be placed?

· How should it be implemented?

· What standards are required?

17. What do women, fire and dangerous things have in common?

All are categorized together in the language of the Dyirbal, an aboriginal tribe of Australia.  Their language admits of four categories:

· Bayi: with men, kangaroos, possums, storms, rainbows, boomerangs, and other “safe” things

· Balan: with women, anything connected with fire or water, dogs, the hairy mary grub and other things that may cause harm

· Balam: edible fruit and their plants, and other foods

· Bala: parts of the body, meat, bees, wind, yamsticks, and everything else

It’s all described in George Lakoff’s book Women, Fire and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind.  The book is written from a linguist’s perspective and offers fascinating insights into how people communicate – their metaphors, metonyms and category prototypes.

18. Will Bugs Bunny ever ask "What's e-DOC?"

It’s highly doubtful – too cerebral for a wabbit.  There is a Request for Proposal from OMG for a UML Profile for EDOC (the Enterprise Distributed Object Computing), which would extend UML to support “the requirements for driving an object-oriented design of an enterprise computing system to an implementation in an enterprise distributed computing environment using an enterprise-class component model.” The RFP from OMG is at ftp://ftp.omg.org/pub/docs/ad/99-03-10.pdf.  For a very brief description, see http://www.dstc.edu.au/Research/Architecture/EDOCindex.html.  

19. Can the "U" in UML ever stand for universal as well as unified?

UML may develop the way Desmond D’Souza suggested it should – with a canonical UML metamodel common to all flavors, and specific extensions (dialects) for individual domains such as architecture, enterprise distributed systems (see 18 above) and agents. An RFP for extensions useful in modeling agents will be forthcoming from the OMG’s Agent Special Interest Group. 

20. What are the implications of wireless computing?

Jeff Sutherland is organizing a workshop on electronic Customer Relationship Management (e-CRM).  His proposed model features these alternatives:
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The company of which he is CTO, VirtMed, makes a product called Patient Keeper that allows doctors to track their patients on their Palm Pilots.  The product, which has 20,000 users, won the Summit Award at the annual Handango Developer Summit for handheld computing.  

There was a Birds of a Feather (BOF) gathering at OOPSLA, but I did not attend.

