http://www.ibiblio.org/openkey/notesfrom1_16_2003.htm
Minutes from OpenKey Software meeting—1/16/2003

11:00-12:30    Manning 214

Members present: Sarah Reuning, Jane Greenberg, Evelyn Daniel, Alan Weakley, Steve Seiberling

   1. Software discussion, input from all parties, including feedback from discussions w/Bryan

a.      Sarah—From a systems end, Bibe is appealing.  Bryan can help us set up a copy of Bibe in our ibiblio space and will be available for questions in the future.  Other packages are not well documented and the team would be hard pressed to find people who could answer questions about the software, if problems arise. Bibe is free and open source. Ibiblio is already using much of the software needed for the backend. Bryan’s team is also constantly improving and updating the software.

b.      Steve & Alan—Bibe has some good features from the botany end; however, the team had reservations about the interface.  It is not very intuitive. Steve demonstrated IntKey, which has more desirable features. Yet, IntKey is built on the Delta database structure, which was dropped as a standard two years ago.

c.      Jane & Evelyn—No one on the UNC team is a software expert and more time is needed to make a decision. UNC will create XML files to give to the UIUC team to be included in Bibe there. So, a key will be made at UIUC regardless of whether UNC makes a separate key. Online keys vs. keys that are downloaded to run on users’ computers— this decision has been postponed, but Bryan’s key will be accessible via the Internet.

Action Items

    * The team will talk with Dave and begin generating XML files when the definitions are complete.

    * Sarah and Jane will come up with a list of “must haves” from the systems end, should the team decide to make a UNC key.

    * Steve and Alan will create a similar list for the botany end.

   2. Present proposed schedule for semester meetings—Sarah. The proposed meeting schedule was distributed.

Interactive Visual Polyclave Plant Keys should have the following features:

Ø       Select characters/values in any order

Ø       Error tolerance (when user gets something dead wrong, system should not care)

Ø       Approximate matching (matrix has examples)

Ø       Characteristic priority; dynamic reordering

Ø       Differentiating characteristics

Ø       Diagnostic characteristics

   3. Time permitting, discuss Evelyn's plans w/ Priscilla or make specific date to discuss this—For now, plans with Priscilla have been postponed

http://www.diversitycampus.net/Workbench/Descriptions/Docu160/DELTAACCESS_Link.HTML
////

http://prod.library.utoronto.ca:8090/polyclave/manual/howwork1.htm
[PollyClave Administrators' Manual]

How it works:

General background

Astute web page designers will note that, distributed as a CGI program, PollyClave is not accompanied by any static web pages (it is left up to the user to create a web page that links to the "polyclav" executable). Rather, it generates its own dynamic web pages "on the fly". Specifically, PollyClave generates ONE HTML document each time it is run. This page is never stored to disk, but is simply transmitted to the browser as HTML code piped from standard output. These web pages produce the look and feel of a software package that runs continuously on a remote machine, waiting for user input. From a programming standpoint, however, it should be remembered that every page is in reality generated by a distinct start-to- finish execution.

There are three "types" of web pages that can be produced: Character Lists, Taxon Lists, and Taxon Descriptions. Each page includes a form with user-input and hidden elements with which information can be submitted to the polyclav executable. Based on the information received, the program decides which of the three types of page to output, and tailors it to show only the requested amount and type of information.

The program source code is documented and can be examined for a closer study of its operation, and/or in order to change the program's output to better suit the data sets with which it is being used. Routines that print out user instructions appear marked with large comments. Feel free to change the text outputted (e.g. to output in a different language), but be sure to recompile the program whenever changes are made, and keep a backup of a working version of the source code available.

The simplest sequence of events in an identification is as follows:

    A) The user is presented with a character list. He scrolls down the list and enters any state information he has available. When he has submitted a few character states describing the specimen he wishes to identify, he presses "Submit".

    B) The user is presented with a list of taxa. These taxa all conform to the state information the user submitted in step (A). Ideally, there will be only one taxon in the list and the identification will be successful. If the user wishes to examine any of the listed taxa in more detail, she selects them from the list and presses "Submit".

    C) The user is presented with a list of taxon descriptions. Each taxon name appears, followed by all of the character state information known for that taxon. If more than one taxon is selected, character states which differ from those of other taxa in the list appear in boldface. This is meant to help the user come to an identification if more than one taxon was presented in the list in step (B). 

In addition to information submitted by the user on the various pages, then, PollyClave also needs to keep track of which page the user saw last. The program can't store this information in memory once it stops executing, and writing the information to a data file would be complex and inefficient, especially when more than one browser is using PollyClave at a time. For this reason, it is actually submitted along with the user-submitted information as a "hidden" field (in this case named "pageClass") created as part of the form. The use of "hidden" fields is the standard tactic for CGI programs that wish to store information about their users without the user's direct input.

Often, however, the user will not move directly through steps (A), (B) and (C). If a user is presented with too many taxa in step (B), she may wish to return to step (A) to submit more character information. If there are too many characters in step (A), she may wish to rank them according to usefulness, so that she doesn't waste time entering states that will only eliminate one taxon from a list of dozens. She may wish at some time to skip the identification process altogether and simply look up the characters of a particular taxon. To provide PollyClave the flexibility required to accomodate these contigencies, a number of "overrides" are in place that let the user bypass the ideal A-B-C identification, and in general, ALL of the state information submitted from the beginning of an identification is submitted from page to page (usually in "hidden" fields), so that PollyClave seems to have a "memory" for previously-made selections.

In order to allow large amounts of information to be submitted from page to page, the "POST" method is utilized by all forms generated by PollyClave. This means that character states and other information is sent to PollyClave as standard input, instead of the environment variables used by the "GET" method. This also frees up the "QUERY_STRING" environment variable to hold information about the directory in which the data set is contained (obviously, if this is a variable, it can be changed, to allow PollyClave to access one of any number of data sets).

Along with previously-selected character state information, a list of remaining taxa is also generally submitted from page to page. This data is submitted in a hidden field named "darwin", which is simply a list of taxon numbers separated by asterisks (*).

At any point in the identification, then, PollyClave keeps track of the subset of all characters for which state information has been submitted, and the subset of all taxa which conform to the submitted character state information.

Manual Contents ~ PollyClave Home

[Polly's Home] 
PollyClave is a venture of the University of Toronto Department of Botany, the University of Toronto Libraries, and the Royal Ontario Museum. All contents jointly copyright ©, 1996. To use the PollyClave program with your own data, please see PollyClave Administrators' Manual. We welcome your questions and feedback. Last updated October 10, 1996.

