Web Front End Improvement Plan

This is a collection of low priority items which have been building up regarding our web front end.  Most of our work recently has been on the ActiveX front end and the back end.

There is some overlap between the code needed to make this project work and the code needed for the Network Improvement Plan.  The network stuff will be done first.  But this plan will help us decide what flexibility to build into that code.

Major Improvements

· The full version of the product will work on more operating systems and browsers.

· History will work more like the real-time data on the web, and like both historical and real-time data on TI Pro.

· The output will go faster.  This will be comparable to TI Pro.

· The server will be more efficient and more scalable.

Platforms

We’ve always liked the idea of working on other platforms.  Right now our full version only works on MS IE for Windows.

One of the reasons we didn’t branch out sooner is because it would be so expensive to develop and test each new change for each platform.  However, the source code for the web stuff has changed very little in the last year or so.  Now that the product is stable, we aren’t expecting a lot of new features.  Now it is safer to branch out.

A related problem was finding technology that would work on different platforms.  I don’t want five different implementations of our code.  I’d like to find something that would work with very few changes on each platform.

Currently we use a hidden IFRAME to request data.  I know that this is very specific to MS IE.  Mozilla added support for this, but there are some big differences.  AJAX is an appealing alternative.  It’s not the only solution I’m considering.  But I like it because Google is using it so much.  The people making browsers would be reluctant to break this technology.

The plan is to cover the following platforms:

· MS IE for Windows

· MS IE for the Mac

· Mozilla for Windows

· Mozilla for the Mac

· Mozilla for Linux (and presumably all Unix)

There is little interest in going beyond this list.  We’ve always covered most of our users with just the first item.  Everything else offers us diminishing returns.  The same will be true after we add the other platforms listed above.
The only other thing that we’re considering is some type of mobile Trade-Ideas.  There’s no rush, as that technology is becoming more stable.  The longer we wait, the more standards will be out there.  And a lot of the mobile devices are working very hard to run MS IE.  Our job may just be to make the GUI work better on a small screen.
Performance

I have strongly mixed feelings on the need for performance upgrades.

Originally TI Pro talked to the web server.  The first version looked a lot like the web version of our software.  The code on the web server was almost identical.  This caused us to blow up some times.  One small pause on the server side would cause everyone to get behind, causing more people to ask for more stuff at once.  It would all snowball out of control.
After making a lot of improvements to TI Pro, I added one improvement to the web software.  I now limit the number of people going to the database at one time for any one task.  This turned out to be the most important improvement in TI Pro, so I applied it to the web.  If, for example, it becomes slow to access the alerts, this will not affect a person who wants to change his password.  Although I only did part of the job, it helps tremendously.
There is room for more of the same type of improvement.  Right now we’re only protecting the database from being overwhelmed.  We should make similar changes to the web server.  Right now if 1,000 people all asked for history at exactly the same time, it could cause problems for anyone going to our web server for any reason.  TI Pro does a better job of compartmentalizing these requests.  If 1,000 people all ask TI Pro for history at the same time, they will form an organized queue, and they will have very little effect on any other requests.  I’d like to give that extra lever of protection to the web server, but again I can see that we’re going to get diminishing returns on this investment.

At one time I had a separate web server to handle static requests, like gif files.  This helped a little, but it was not compartmentalized enough.  There are so many different tasks that we do, and almost all of our pages are dynamic.

TI Pro is also more efficient than the web.  For example, TI Pro checks to see if you have the right password, you have paid, etc., about once every 4 minutes.  The web checks every time you request data.  I’ve reduced a lot of overhead this way.  However, I was disappointed by the results.  TI Pro still uses a lot more processing power than the web.  I suspect that there just wasn’t enough overhead to make up for the fact that TI Pro checks for alert data 6 times as often!

The improvements in TI Pro clearly worked.  They were clearly required at the time.  The question is whether or not we need to make the same improvements to the web software.  My overall thought is that I don’t want to wait until the problems become visible, like we did with TI Pro.  Some of these problems had to do with scalability; you couldn’t just double the hardware to handle twice as many users.  So we should develop the technology in TI Pro, then apply it to the web.
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