QUESTING

Standards

by Art Smith

ve just returned home from

the September meeting of the

MUMPS Development Com-
mittee (MDC), held in Chicago. As
usual, it was both a lot of fun and a
lot of work. It was fun to see all
these friends who meet just two or
three times a year and catch up
with each other’s lives. It was also
fun to knuckle down to the busi-
ness of crafting a standard.

Much of the work that goes into
one of these meetings occurs well
before the meeting itself. Not only
must the hotel rooms, transporta-
tion, meeting facilities, etc., be
arranged well in advance, but the
proposals to be discussed must
also be prepared. Documents to
be discussed at the meeting must
be in members’ hands early
enough to allow them a chance to
read them carefully. The MDC
Secretary gathers these docu-
ments and sends them out as a sin-
gle mailing about one month
before the meeting.

This time there were 386 pages in
the “pre-meeting mailing.” There
is also a “post-meeting mailing.”
It is usually a good idea to have
the previous “post” at any given
meeting since it often has the min-
utes and handouts from the previ-
ous session. In this case it was 236
pages. There are also the hand-
outs that appear on the back table
during the meeting, an additional
47 pages this time. All told, over
650 pages of material.
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A bit over half of these pages are
“technical proposals.” These con-
tain suggested changes or addi-
tions to the MUMPS standards
maintained by the MDC. These
documents move through the
MDC in a series of votes. A docu-
ment can only move up (or down)
one notch at any meeting. This
process helps to ensure due
process and lessen the likelihood
of mistakes arising from hasty
decisions.

The first vote for many documents
is a vote by one of the four sub-
committees of the MDC to estab-
lish whether or not they think the
proposal is worthy of considera-
tion at all. If a simple majority of
the subcommittee votes to discuss
a proposal, it becomes a
“Subcommittee Type C” docu-
ment. If the proposal was request-
ed by a subcommittee or task
group, or if a task group accepts it
directly and discusses it, it may
gain an “automatic” Type C status.

Once at a Type C status, a docu-
ment becomes eligible for consid-
eration as a “Subcommittee Type
B” proposal. This indicates that
the majority of the subcommittee
endorses the idea of the proposal,
though may not agree with all of its
details. Many proposals remain at
a Type B status through several
iterations as the details are adjust-
ed to the subcommittee’s satisfac-
tion. Smaller groups, called Task
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Groups and Working Groups, typ-
ically work on these documents.
These smaller bodies have a nar-
rower focus of attention and (pre-
sumably) higher concentration of
expertise.

Eventually, the subcommittee
may endorse a proposal, as cor-
rectly representing the desired
change or addition. This requires
as least two thirds of the subcom-
mittee to vote in favor of the pro-
posal. Such a proposal is at a
“Subcommittee Type A’ status
and is eligible to come before the
full MDC at the next meeting.

Proposals that kave made it
through a subcommittee consider-
ation and are approved by a two
thirds majority vote of the full
MDC become “MDC Type A’
proposals and are therefore
included in the next MDC/ANSI
standard.

At any given moment, there are a
number of proposals at each sta-
tus. At the beginning of this meet-
ing, for instance, there were at
least 17 documents at a
Subcommittee “C” status, 29 doc-
uments at a Subcommittee “B”
status, 11 documents at a
Subcommittee ‘A’ status and 65
documents at an MDC “A” status.
How, then, is a final standard pre-
pared?

At some point, the MDC decides
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that it is time to establish a new
standard. That standard is the
previous standard as modified by
all of the documents that are
then at an MDC Type A status.
The guidelines of the American
National Standards Institute
(ANSI), for which the MDC is an
accredited standards develop-
ment organization (SDO), state
that SDOs should review their
standards every five years. The
canvass method, by which ANSI
determines if the standard meets
with consensus approval, gener-
ally takes at least two years. The
last standard, approved by ANSI
in late 1995, had its MDC cutoff
date in mid 1993. If the next stan-
dard (nicknamed the “Millen-
nium Standard”) is to appear in
2000 or 2001, then it needs to be
wrapped up in the not-too-dis-
tant-future.

At this meeting of the MDC, it
was announced that the next
standard’s cutoff date will be the
September 1998 meeting of the
MDC. This doesn’t leave very
many chances for votes, so this

announcement definitely got peo-
ple scrambling. The next couple of
meetings of the MDC should be
very busy! They will doubtless
include some heated hallway dis-
cussions and strategic applications
of Robert’s Rules of Order as pro-
posal sponsors strive to get their
“pet project” in under the wire.

So, the clock is ticking, and the
pressure is on—the questing spirit
has heated up once again! Look
for more information about what
will be in the next standard in
future editions of this column, as
well as information about how you
can participate in the canvassing
of the Millennium Standard. As
always, if you have particular ques-
tions, you can drop me a line at:

Emergent@sockets.net. Tally ho!
M

Art Smith chairs the MDC and is in
charge of computer systems at the
University of Missouri’s Veterinary
Medical Teaching Hospital.
Email: Emergent@sockets.net

MIA NOTEBOOK

Volunteers Needed for MTA Web
Site

MTA needs web-savvy, imagina-
tive but responsible and respon-
sive volunteers to help with our
growing web site. Can you lend a
few or more hours—now and
then, or on a regular basis? Send
us an email and we’ll talk!

http://www.mtechnology.org

Nominations Open for
1998 Board of Directors

The following two-year posi-
tions are open for the 1998
Board of Directors:

Chair
Executive Director
Two At-Large Seats

MTA members may nominate
any member in good standing,
including themselves. The
deadline is March 17, 1998.
See page 27 for more details.

1997-1998

M Technology
Association

Board of Directors

John E Covin (1996-1998)

Chair

Covance, Inc.

210 Carmegie Center

Princeton, NJ 08540

Phone: 609-452-4432

Fax: 609-452-9865

E-mail: John.Covin@covance.com

David A. Holbrook (1997-1999)
Vice Chair

InterSystems Corporation

One Memorial Drive
Cambridge, MA 02142

Phone: 617-621-0600

Fax: 617-494-1631

E-mail: holbrook@intersys.com

Donald A. Gall (1996-1998)
Executive Director

Omega Computer Systems, Inc.
3875 N. 44th Street, #200
Phoenix, AZ 85018

Phone: 602-952-5240

Fax: 602-952-5250

email: dongall@goodnet.com

Elliot A. Shefrin (1997-1999)
Treasurer

Longitudinal Studies Branch, Box 06
NIH/Gerontology Research Center
4940 Eastern Avenue

Baltimore, MD 21224-2780

Phone: 410-558-8145

Fax: 410-558-8321

email: shefrin@nih.gov

Richard G. Davis, Ph.D. (1996-1998)
Immediate Past Chair

Mformation SYStems, Inc.

209 Edgebrook Drive

Boylston, MA 01505-0505

Phone: 508-869-6976

Fax: 508-869-6008

email: richdave@ma.ultranet.com

John P. Glaser, Ph.D.(1997-1999)
Member at Large

Partners HealthCare System, Inc.
Prudential Tower, Suite 1150

800 Boylston Street

Boston, MA 02199

Phone: 617-278-0400

Fax: 617-278-1087

Robert P. Mappes (1996-1998)
Member at Large '
Enterprise Analysis Corporation
6633 Butera Drive

Auburn, NY 13021

Phone: 315-255-3085

Fax: 315-255-0298

email: rpm@localnet.com

Rick D.S. Marshall (1997-1999)
Member at Large

Dept. of Veterans Affairs, IRM-FO
1660 South Columbus Way

Seattle, WA 98108-1597

Phone: 206-764-2283

Fax: 206-764-2923

email: fdsm@forum.va.gov

Gregg Seppala (1996-1998)
Member at Large

Dept. of Veterans Affairs
Washington CIOFO

8403 Colesville Rd., Suite 200
Silver Spring, MD 20910

Phone: 301-427-3751

Fax: 301-427-3711

email: seppala.gregg@forum.va.gov
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