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B
ob Glass’s Loyal Opposition articles are
always worth reading, but his July/Au-
gust column (“A Big Problem in Acad-
emic Software Engineering and a Po-
tential Outside-the-Box Solution”) is
unusually relevant. To give some con-

text: My original degree is in computer science
(which didn’t prepare me for
software development in the
real world). Over the past 11
years, I’ve worked in various
IT roles with a power utility
and financial services compa-
nies. I’m currently completing
a part-time MBA, considering
doing a PhD, and probably
teaching an MIS course next
January whose content I’ll
help define.

During the course of my
MBA (and out of personal in-
terest), I did some research
on systems development prac-
tices. I’ve been bemused by
the gaps, with some notable
exceptions, between information systems re-
searchers, software engineering researchers,
and computer science researchers. These gaps
occur even in areas of overlapping interests (ag-
ile versus formal methods, reasons for project
failure, and so on). Maybe some of this has to
do with the fact that engineering, science, and
commerce—the homes for software engineer-
ing, computer science, and management infor-
mation systems—often belong to different fac-
ulties, with the usual accompanying academic
baggage. Some interdisciplinary practice cer-
tainly wouldn’t go astray.

In terms of your discussion of adjunct pro-
fessors’ effectiveness, it might have a lot to do
with motivation. The adjuncts I’ve come across

are often genuinely interested in teaching and
do it part time. Tenured professors are typically
interested in their academic careers; teaching
effectiveness has only a small bearing (wrongly,
in my view) on career progression. This doesn’t
preclude good teaching by full-time staff, but
it doesn’t help it. Adjunct staff often have

much more motivation for
teaching effectively. The other
category of excellent teachers
I’ve come across are what I
term the “wise owls,” full-time
faculty members (interestingly
most with masters degrees)
who have retired from indus-
try, bringing 30 or more
years of experience to bear in
teaching.

Dermot Casey 
Project manager

GE Consumer Finance
Dermot.Casey@ge.com

There is another solution
to the recruitment problem

in software engineering departments, one that
is ideally suited to the SE field. I now believe it
should be mandated. 

I am a senior engineer at Quantel, making
high-end film-editing and special-effects sys-
tems. I have been working in industry for nine
years. I just finished my PhD, taking more than
six years, one day a week. The two systems I
built as a student received over 20 person-years
of effort, and I used these systems at work as
test cases.

Six years ago, I asked my then-employer for
a day release to study for a PhD. With funding
from my employer, I applied to Reading Uni-
versity. In the middle of the research, I left that
job and proposed my day release and research
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requirements to all prospective employ-
ers. It was a good yardstick in inter-
views to see if a company was willing to
commit to my four-day week.

I do not know of anyone else who has
taken this approach to PhD work. It has
made my career exhilarating. It has also
let me observe how the other half lives
from both sides of the fence.

I believe that the future of software
engineering lies in both industry and
academia. If you are not well versed in
both, you can’t say that you study soft-
ware engineering. I believe that to claim
you’re a software engineer means you’ve
been part of a team that has written large
programs and shipped them to customers
or users. Obviously, this could include
open source and does not mandate a
commercial setting. Without this sort of
experience, many academics do not un-
derstand the problems I’ve been studying.

So, to those who hire, I recommend
recruiting PhD grads with an industrial
track record and mixing part-time
post-doc “industrial” researchers with
full-time academics. 

James Cain
Senior engineer

Quantel Ltd.
james.cain@quantel.com

After reading Bob Glass’s article  in the
July/August issue, I have some questions.

How hard is it for older engineers to
transition into academia (retiring from
one career to start another, teaching)? I
am thinking about pursuing my PhD af-
ter about 20 years in industry, and I re-
cently got my masters at night school.
Is getting a PhD a young man’s game?
What if I am more interested in teaching
than in research? Would that disqualify
me? How important is tenure? There is
no such thing as tenure in industry.

Also, I teach as an adjunct at night
now, and talking to one full-time profes-
sor, I got the impression that few peers
are available to talk to during the day.
What other cultural differences should I
be aware of?

Bob Schaefer
Adjunct instructor

Daniel Webster College
schaefer_robert@dwc.edu
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Bob Glass responds:
Although finding a job in industry

can be harder when you’re older, I
feel that transitioning to academe when
you’re older would not be. At least, that
is, if your area of expertise is software
engineering, since there are all too few
industry software engineers who have a
PhD and want to teach.

Teaching is the specialty of smaller
universities; you would have an easy
time getting into one of those, but not
as easy getting into a larger one (they
tend to specialize in research).

Tenure is a huge barrier—it’s “up
or out.” That is, if you aren’t granted
tenure, you have to leave your institu-
tion. However, if you have a PhD and
are good at what you do, that needn’t
worry you.

Cultural differences? Industry peo-
ple do, and academic people envision.
If you like doing, that could be a prob-
lem. Academics are better talkers than
listeners, typically (because they’re
paid to talk, less so to listen). Acade-
mics love pursuing concepts; if you like
engaging conversations, academe is a
more fun place to be.

Kudos
I’ve enjoyed reading several recent

articles in IEEE Software—especially
“Verbing the Noun” by Dave Thomas
and Andy Hunt and “The Difference
between Marketecture and Tarchitec-
ture” by Luke Hohmann, both in the
July/August 2003 issue.

I usually read most of the articles in
Software and find something to think
about along the way—can’t ask for more
than that :-)! Keep up the good work.

Linda Rising
Independent consultant

risingl@acm.org

Skipping the Bandwagon
I have long enjoyed Bob Glass’s

columns. I just got around to reading his
“Questioning the Software Engineering
Unquestionables” in the May/June issue.

I found myself in such violent agree-
ment on the “let’s not just jump on any
bandwagon” approach that I felt com-
pelled to write you this note. I am the
chief software architect (lofty title) for
Lockheed Martin Air Traffic Manage-
ment programs. The systems we build
are safety critical. About a year ago, we
had a band of young programmers
(OK, I’ve just turned 50) suggest that
we use XP practices. My first reaction
was “What’s broken with the current

process? If it is something, then let’s
concentrate on that rather than jump-
ing to a completely new paradigm.”
After reading up on XP, my second re-
action was “… sounds like it might
work for small projects, but not for the
kind of systems that we build.” I’m
glad to see somebody else had the same
view. In the end, I more or less pre-
vailed; we did examine our current
processes to see if we could apply any
aspects of XP. (It didn’t hurt that man-
agement didn’t want two people work-
ing each line of code.)

It seems to me that most new tech-
nologies are elevated to buzzword status
without full examination, including
“field trials.” In general, whenever I eval-
uate some new process or case tool, I
have to throw out any claim made by the
vendor, see how it would fit into our ex-
isting structure, and estimate savings (or
loss!) based on our current process mea-
surements. Usually things don’t come out
so far ahead in the harsh light of day.

Your column is one of the few that
examines things with an unbiased eye,
and it is usually the first thing I turn to
when I open up the latest copy of IEEE
Software (even if it is after that copy
has been on the shelf for a while).
Thanks!

Jon Dehn
Chief software architect

Lockheed Martin
jon.dehn@lmco.com

Postwaterfall
I enjoyed Warren Harrison’s article

on classical software engineering (“Is
Software Engineering … over the Hill?”)
in the May/June issue. I think the water-
fall method becomes less relevant as the
development team gets closer to the
user. It’s harder to do something linear
and sequential if you’re in regular con-
tact with the user through email or in-
stant messaging. When you’re that
close, you’re receiving bug reports in
near-real time and can respond with a
fix in a matter of hours.

Previously, if you rushed and sent
out something full of errors, it would
reflect poorly on you and take an in-
credible amount of resources as you
sent out fix after fix through the mail
or in person. Thus, it made a great deal
of sense to hold to a regimented water-
fall model. That’s not the case now. As
people are more accustomed to instant
gratification with product delivery and
maintenance, they are more accepting
of a less-than-perfect product—they
know how quickly they can receive a
fix from the developers.

So, I think the waterfall method is be-
ing replaced by Barry Boehm’s spiral
method (I think it was Boehm, at least).
That way, you get something highly iter-
ative (pleasing to the users) and system-
atic (good for the engineers). You’re
bound to loop around the spiral several
times if you’re operating this way, but it
seems to fit more with what users expect.

Cody Powell
Software development engineer

American Innovations 
cody.powell@aimonitoring.com 


