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Two Major ChallengesfSolutions from Michael ¥ax: Industry Leading Yice-
President of Product Development at Blackboard (formerly WehCT)

r

Thiz is the next interview in the continuing series of Computing Canada’s [(CC)
Blogged Down (B feature which is highlighted here in the Canadian IT Managers
(CIM]) forum.

This wreek we talk with industry leading development authority, Michael ¥ax, Wice-
President of Product Development at Blackboard.

Today I put this question to Michael:

Steph Opening t: Michael, vyou bring an impressive record of
accomplishments to our audience, Thank you for sharing your considerable insights in
thiz interview,

Michael) Thanks for having me Stephen. We all learn from each other and it iz my pleasure to share my
experience and ideas with vour readers,

Stephen: Can you discuss some major challenges in the past year and the solutions you and your team
planned and then implemented? ¥Why did you choose these solutions? Take the perspective of providing
guidance to our audience who may be facing similar challenges.

Michael)

Challenge 1:

Around Septernber 2005, my departrnent was asked to develop a new productin a short time while
requiremnents were notfinizhed and design had just been started, My first reaction was - there iz no way we
can pull this off, I needed to deliver the new product in 3 months, Using our standard developrient process
I would need the first two months to do detailed requirernents and design. This would leave just one month
for developrinent which was abwicusly not enough,

Solution and why: I decided to turn thiz challenge into an opportunity to try an agile development pracess,
Ilooked through different agile methodelogies and selacted SCRUM for its support of distributed taams,
WebCT has development teams in Wancouwer and Boston and I needed to invelve developers from baoth
sites,

We started the project with a little preparation, To ensure close information sharing that is vital for agile
development we setup a shared project’s web site uging M3 SharePoint, broke work into small iterations
[Sprints in SCRUM terminology), formed a feature team, and started development, At the end of each
iteration, the tearm was delivering demoable and testable subsets of functionality, Features were prioritized
with product management and assigned to a Sprint, Tazks for the iteration were also posted on the
SharaPaint site,

We started with a single team to build a framework, and then added two more tearms a month later, Teams
were meeting every day for 15 minute SCRUM meetings to discuss accamplished wark, what to wark on
today, and issues to resolve, We did not maintain an MS Project schedule. Developers were distributing
tasks between themselves, Design decisions were also discussed and documented on the web site,

The project went very well and we are in the process of switching our entire developrient organization to the
agile methodology, Developers felt engaged and in contral of the project, and we saw significantincreases
in both productivity and quality,

Challenge 2:

Another challenging project was the implementation of 2 data conversion program to upgrade our
customers to the latest version of the product, Many of our customers have very scaled deployments with a
LB =ize in the hundreds of gigabytes, It was required that the conversion process should not take mare
than 24 hours,

Solution and why: The data schema had been significantly changed between releazes and we needed to da
detailed data mapping and documentation of the conversion’s business rules, This preparation step was
wital; we created about 100 mapping docurnents and each was reviewad by a developer responsible for the
area together with a DB developer who was working on the conversion team,

Another aspact that complicated conversion efforts ware irregularities in customer data that accumulated
during several vears of deployrment, We decided that our goal was not only to convert the database but alza
to ensure that the resulting databaze would be as consistent as possible,

To ensure project success we implermantad a hostad beta program, Custormers were sending us copies of
their production databases, we ran conversion on Q@& servers, fived all problems, and gave beta customers
access to their data in our hosted environment for verification, Application uzage pattern differs from one
customer to another, The beta program gave us the opportunity to find and fix many problems and tune up
performance for a variety of data distributions, The hosted beta was also very convenient for custormers as
it did not require them to setup a comples environment as well as deal with initial conversion problems,

Michael ¥ax's Profile:

Michael has spent more than 20 years in software developrent, During his career he has worked as 2
developer, an architect, a development rnanager, a director of development, a WP of Development, and a
CTO, Since coming to Wancouver 13 years ago he has worked for a number of companies:

m Rydex Industries Corporation
B Hinex Metwarks Inc,
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Michael is currently the Vice President of Product Developrment at Blackboard (farmerly WebCT)
[www.blackboard.com’ - the warld's leading providers of e-learning systems that are uzsed by thousands of
colleges and universities in more than 70 countries worldwide, At Blackboard, Michael is managing a 100+
person product developrinent department, with offices in Yancouver and Boston,

Michael iz a member of Agile Alliance (www, aqilealliance.com) software development in Vancouver,

Michael is interested in career developrnent and mentoring; he often speaks to computer science students
about career developmentin the high tech industry, Michael founded and operates a web site
www.CareerShare.com, CareerShare is as a place where peaple can share their career enperiences and
learn from each other, Its goal is to develop a knowledgebase of real-life career profiles a5 well as an active
mermber community that will help peaple of all agez choose their careers, and explore new pozsibilities,

Look for more of Michael's insights in this blog series. In the next blog, Michael will discuss the recent
corporate merger; the pros and cons about agile development, the agile alliance and his recommended
resource sites for agile development.

I also encourage vouto share vour thoughts here on these interviews or send me an e-mail at

sibaraki@cips.ca,

Computing Canada (CC) iz the oldest, largest, mostinfluential bi-weekly business / tachnology print
publication with an audience thatincludes 42,000 IT decision makers in medium-to-large enterprizes, For
more than 30 vears, Computing Canada continues to serve the neads of Canada’s information technology
managernent community—vou can request your free subscription at:

httpffwww. cornerstonewebriedia comfplesmandmain/Subscription, asp?riagazine=CC A,

Forthe latest anline business technology news go to: www.ithusiness.ca

Thank you,
Stephen Ibaraki, FCIPS, I.5.P.
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