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Michael Plasmeier
Assignment #2
Proposal

First version

This proposal outlines a project to create a new version of THOMAS—“the official
online repository of legislative information for the U.S. Congress.”
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The proposal is generally well structured. The Background and Aims section gives a clear
and coherent description of this online repository—its history, function, advantages, and
limitations. Consider, however, whether you can condense this section, i.e., whether all of
the information is essential to make the case to your reviewers that an overhaul of this

online service is necessary. ba<als jaort of Ths was b prepegl )
NEV €400 - o !
The Proposed Changes (=Proposed Project) section needs to be more focused,
highlighting the types of changes you propose to make. Again, consider whether all of the
details in this first version are necessary. Also, I recommend that you organize this
section into subsections, with headings that highlight the targeted changes, e.g., Changing

the Main Content Area of the Site; Improving Accessibility of Information; etc.
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The Budget seems well thought out. However, the Budget section doesn’t conform tothe

guidelines. The section that you have labeled “Process” is actually information that
should go into the Budget section, as it justifies the expenditures. mph

Although your prose is very clear, there is a bit of awkward phrasing. A more widespread
problem is punctuation. There are also some scattered grammatical errors.

This first version shows serious thought and effort. The main area to focus on is
sharpening the focus of the piece so that the reviewer can quickly discern the key points
in each section of the proposal.

Overall structure/format: + J

Focus: ' g
Content/development: V+ ] | 1 7 -
Organization/coherencey) WG4 l" e 7 JJ
Audience: + s

Style/tone: +
Articulationi,)hrasing: V+
Mechanics:

Overall mark: V
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Proposal

First version

This proposal outlines a project to create a new version of THOMAS—“the official
online repository of legislative information for the U.S. Congress.”

The proposal is generally well structured. The Background and Aims section gives a clear
and coherent description of this online repository—its history, function, advantages, and
limitations. Consider, however, whether you can condense this section, i.e., whether all of
the information is essential to make the case to your reviewers that an overhaul of this
online service is necessary.

The Proposed Changes (=Proposed Project) section needs to be more focused,

highlighting the types of changes you propose to make. Again, consider whether all of the

details in this first version are necessary. Too much detail could alienate your reviewers,

leading them to reject the proposal (or to ask for it to be revised and resubmitted). Also, I

recommend that you organize this section into subsections, with headings that highlight

the targeted changes, e.g., Changing the Main Content Area of the Site; Improving il d. ,@d
Accessibility of Information; etc. 8 on Thal
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The Budget seems well thought out. However, the Budget section doesn’t conform to the
guidelines. The section that you have labeled “Process” is actually information that
should go into the Budget section, as it justifies the expenditures.

Although your prose is very clear, there is a bit of awkward phrasing. A more widespread
problem is punctuation. There are also some scattered grammatical errors.

This first version shows serious thought and effort. The main area to focus on is
sharpening the focus of the piece so that the reviewer can quickly discern the key points
in each section of the proposal.

Overall structure/format: +
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THOMAS for the 21st Century: A Proposal
Michael Plasmeier
Reviewed by Justin Merritt

verview

The proposed project offers a solution to the website that currently hosts as the interface
for the database of all legislatures in progress and enacted by the United States Congress. The
author believes that the website, nicknamed THOMAS, is clunky and outdated, and in order for
the general public to better access the data contained therein, should be altered significantly
utilizing today’s standard practices and technologies for website design. Specifically, the author
first proposes that a real-time news feed should be added to THOMAS such that whatever is
occurring in Congress can be seen almost immediately. He further extends this news feed idea to
bills, committees, and even Congressmen themselves. He then proposes a system to notice
changes to bills in a similar fashion to the diff command in Linux, but then suggests that this
may be beyond the scope of the project. The author finally proposes that THOMAS should also
have an overview of the prior day’s events in Congress readily available in video form, similar to
C-SPAN’s Congressional Chronicle. B
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Strengths

First, the author makes a strong claim for the necessity of a significant restructure of ” f |
THOMAS. He does a very thorough job-of examining every major flaw of the outdated website, “"" ] _
and gives a solid analysis of why the flaw needs updating. For example, he explains how the ~ “7,4¢¢ fo ds
layout of the website gives rise to system redundancy and then continues to explain why this is for pmy porpoce
not desirable (i.e. difficulty for search engines to index and hard to search through own browsing |
history), using ample figures to clearly make his point. The point he probably stresses the most | |
though, in every single aspect of the proposal, is the need for citizens to be able to quickly and
easily access important information coming out of Congress, a worthy goal in and of itself.

Second, while he does not explicitly state it, the author makes another strong claim for
the viability of updating this website in a timely manner. He says that that the design of the
website will require four developers and one project manager nine months to complete the
project, an entirely reasonable goal. He also references completed projects Govtrack.us and
OpenCongress.org, using them as possible sources of inspiration, and examining what quirks and
features may be applicable for a more official government cite like THOMAS.
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There are two main flaws in this Ilaroposal The most outnoht ﬂaw is that the scope of the il
project does not meet the timeframe requ1rements of 10-12 weeks. The proposal, which is i
asking for nine months to complete the project, is not even close to manageable for a summer
service project, lofty as the goal may be. This agency has created a fund specifically for the
undertaking of a summer service or research project, which may be something as drastic as an
overhaul of an outdated website, but not a website on this scale that handles large amounts of
data constantly.
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The second major flaw lies in the lack of enough specific details describing exactly what
changes need to be made to THOMAS to make it more efficient. The ideas behind the proposal

may be entirely substantiated, but there are so few details about the features the author plans to
implement. In fact, the author only suggests three changes to the design of the website (the

introduction of a real time news feed, a notification of changes to bills, and a video recap of the
events of the prior day in Congress). These three changes do not constitute an overhaul of the
website, because in order for the site to be updated to today’s standards, much of the code would

need to be altered significantly. If these three changes are the only ones suggested, then the
operating budget of $500,000 is outrageous at best. _ };(
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In light of the need for the THOMAS website t'b be updated and the viability of it to be
completed within a nine month timeframe, I recommend that the project does not receive

funding, and instead be revised and resubmitted. The timeframe is clearly not in line with the
recommended 10-12 weeks, and even if the same project were to try to be squeezed into this

timeframe, the budget cost would increase exponentially. But even more importantly, many of
the specific design features of this project are not clear. In order to recommend it for funding,

the project needs to be detailed enough such that on day one of the implementation of this
project, the development team would have a clear idea of what exactly is needed to complete this
project. If the timeframe were to be shortened and the specific features of the project made clear

(possibly just propose to implement the three specific features suggested over a twelve week
period instead), I am confident that this project would receive funding.
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Background and Aims

THOMAS is the official online website of legislative information for the United States
Congress. THOMAS includes legislation both enacted and in progress. It is run by the Library of
Congress. When it was launched in 1995 it was revolutionary for the time. However, 15 years

later, the site has only seen minor updates and is no longer state of the art.

THOMAS is not very usable. When it came out, THOMAS made the near real-time
information of Congress available online. At the time, this was a large step forward. Before
THOMAS, one had to subscribe to the Congressional Record, a biweekly print publication, or
use LexisNexis Congressional}which was a paid service. One could also go to a Federal Depository

Library to read the Congressional Record. Information was not available in an immediate fashion, nor
was it easily accessible. Ordinary citizens had to be fairly motivated to request the information and then
wait a few days to receive it. Lawyers and lobbyists whose job was to deal with this information had

people on staff to receive the papers in the mail and organize them.

Merely having on-demand online information was clearly better than Legislation in Current Congress
wikiabesisted. @l}[),{_ 0 W,W M Search Bill Surnm?r\/l& Status
Wﬁ 0‘/{!['”(’ ‘n,FprmM.fdh 9 Word/Phrase ! Bill Number
Stnwice SEARC
The problems with THOMAS are numerous. First, on the © Try the Advanced Search o

; Fi THOM hB
homepage, the search box has a toggle switch between keyword and guired THOMAS Search Box

bill number (Figure 1). This is unnecessary. A computer can easily determine when you enter a bill
number by using elementary pattern matching. There is no reason that a person should have to select

that they are entering a bill number.
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Once you do enter a bill

Tie LIBRARY of CONGRESS  THUMAS

Search Results

NEW SEARCH | HOME | HELP

5.2806
Title: A bill to codify and enhance existing regulations designed to encourage Individuals 1o adopt
healthy behaviors through voluntary participaten in programs of heaith promotion and disease

prevention,
Cosponsors (1)

Sponsor: 5
Latest Major Actlon: 11/19/2009 Referred to Senate committee. Status: Reac twice and referred

[NV] (Introduced 11/19/2009)
Related Bllls: 5,1735
te the Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions.

number, you are brought to a page
with many links, but not much
information. The page’s browser title
bar is “Search Results - THOMAS
(Library of Congress)")which provides
no information about the page you

are currently on. It makes navigation

AllInfermatio Text of SU
{except rf.‘xt)a I.na:smgm_-: Summary Major Congressioral Actions
Tiles Cospo (1) sinmlttees All Congressionai Actong
All Congressional Actions with
Related Bils Amendments geta:led Committee | ndments
ocuments with links to Congressional Record
pages, voltos,reperts
CRO Cost Estimates | Subjects
¢ | ccenabition | soant | FoatGon

Figure 2 THOMAS Bill Homepage
and is not easy for search engines to index. Thankfully the
URL is unique and permanent which makes sharing and
saving of the link possible. The bill’s homepage presents a
small summary of the bill and its current status along with
many links (Figure 2). The “All information” page pulls
together some of the other pages on this bill’s site (Figure
3). However, this leads to some information being
duplicated. The list of titles is both on summary page, as
well as its own page. Why must this be in two places at
once? THOMAS does provide a link to a help page which
explains what the difference between thetitles is.
However, the link is not very visible. | have been using

THOMAS for years and only discovered the link today

between pages in history impossible

T LIBRARY of CONGRESS

/2009 Referred to S
tee on Healtf

Twice and referred 1o the G

Jump to

SUMMARY:

ERROHEYeT

MAJUR ACTIONS:

SR ENGNE R

ALL ACTIONS:

11/19/2009:
Read twice and referrod to the Committee on Health, Education, Laber, and
Pens!

TITLE(S): fex indicate & bt for 3 portion of o Bill)

asapouErar

COSPONSORS(1), ALPHABETICAL {folowed by Cosponsars
wathdrawn]:  (Seet: by dita)

Sen Cirper, Thomis B, {OE] - 11719/2009

COMMITTEE(S):

Comemittee/ Subcommittee: Activity:
it Educaton,
Eeisang

Referral, In Committee

e koot atn
RELATED BILL DETAILS: (additional related Lills may be Indestified in et
Status)

Bill: Relationship:
$1796 Refated bl Wentifed by CRS

AMENUMENT(S):

Peepnpeey

MIMAEmmy | lawen | ekt | e | g

Figure 3 THOMAS Bill All Information



(Figure 4 red box).

The page containing the text of the

AR of CONCISS TH A

| BEW.SEALCH | HOME In.gg,,!il AOULTLILE !

B
| Titker A e

legislation has more duplicate features and

LamgOed L) S,

St = By
wine of haatth

unneeded links. The links on the top of the text page

S R ) 1 EGUAE
G veRnLary par)

seem to be useless (Figure 5 Blue Box). Most of

them are not even links; they are just placeholders

for links. The other links to the homepage and help _ ,
Figure 4 THOMAS Title page for 5.2806 with

) attention drawn to the About Title link
are in a different format than other places on the

site. The text itself is displayed in a readable manner. THOMAS also has a link to an XML version of the

bill. This is very well done, as the URL is permanent and predictable, and an XML schema is defined and
YM‘\-(’ M ? Ar [,TT,“V'/ { gy Pfij‘ :

a style sheet is available. This means that search engines and other automated systems can receive

Lour

copies of the bill. However, THOMAS provides 4 ways to print a bill, which all result in a different

The LIBRARY of CONGRESS  THOMAS Iooking document (Figure 5 Red BOX). The link

The Lty of Conaress > THOMAS

with the printer icon invokes the browser’s
st me
g
e print function to print the current page. The
| RN site does have a print style sheet, but it does
EQF [Hedp] | Edendivibeln] References

RATNEL AR CHI e Kiatnate) not strip out all of the navigation elements
5280615

111th CONGRESS

15t Session which should not be printed (Figure 6a). This
5. 2806
To codify and enhang sing regulations designed to encourage individuals to adopt health a -
bci:‘;?ur's ‘!.’!“:f;ung::.;_;’?;‘: Eu':i‘::u'ggr'\hlndp?:éraln; o: !:L-':l:Id\i'énlotilzr;‘:lsl'-:!ad?jlfa‘i‘,u g wastes paper d nd C|thte rs the DrlntOUt With
preveation,

IN THE SENATE OF THE UNITED STATES

November 19, 2009 useless navigation links. Second, there is a link

Mr. ENSIGN (for himself and M7, CARPER) introducad the foliaving bifl; which was read twace
and referred 10 the Commitiee on Healh, Education, Labar, and Pensions

to a “Printer Friendly” version of the text. This
A BILL

TG todify ang enhance existing regulations designed to encourage ingividuals to adopt healthy
betaviors through voluntary participation in programs of health promotion and disease

Eisdizol-hy is on a separate HTML webpage and does not
Be it enucted by the Senate and House of Aepresentatives of the United States of
Amenca in Congress assembled,

S === include navigational elements (Figure 6b). In
Figure 5 THOMAS Full Text Page



addition, with a browser which supports XML definitions and style sheets, including all the latest
versions of major browsers, the XML version can also be printed (Figure 6¢). Lastly, the PDF version can
also be printed. The PDF version is the cleanest, most official looking, and easiest to read version of the

bill (Figure 6d). The four different printing options result in four very different looking pages.
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When | first clicked on the PDF link, | was brought to a page that explaining that | was leaving

THOMAS and being sent to the GPO W]“- /) ! ]/J'f) g on/

(Figure 7). This is the result of a I LIBRARY of CONGRESS  THOMAS

governement regulation which requires i
— You are Leaving the THOMAS site

fEdEFal WEbSiteS to il’lfOI'm YOU when yOU fou are requesting & file from the Government Panting Glfice Web Sita.

I the bill taxt is not yat available, you will receve an emror message

are leaving their site. This makes sense if ALl

text passed by th,

'CU €an £2e the taxt of the enrolied bill by returnng to the page vou just left. then
YOU are interasted and eelect the “Text of Legislation” link. The enrcliad Lill is the
and Senate.

T T
you are leaving a government website to

| Disaddoms | Seoms | Aceaabeny | Lesal | usscoy
go to a privatly controlled site. It makes Figure 7 Leaving THOMAS to see a PDF

less sense when you are moving from one

agency to another. It makes even less sense that the

| M LIBRARYof CONGRESS  TH{MAS

text of a bill can be on the Library of Congress’ site in

TS AR INIF docanT

Heat E14 Toreusd
Prew ft Bach
e Lt Dest Sactizes

Cuntante Staplap

one form, but on the GPO’s website in another form.

INTRODUCTION OF BILLS AND JOINT RESOLUTIONS - (Senate - Novenber 19,
2009)

Why are two agencies even involved in this? In

The foloraing Lifs and Joint resciutions were INrOdUCed, 1430 tre frst and second times by
UnEAIMOUS consent, 3nd referred 38 InOated”

By M. DODD:

addition, what is the difference to any end user,

either a regular citizen or a well-informed lobbiest?

t!s \.n urde
ren ingl vouths, and for 2 10 th
and Pensions.

Why does anyone care that the PDF version is on a

HMURRAY):
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Eugene Huang, the director of Director of
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Proposed €hanges

THOMAS needs to be improved so citizens can easily find out what happene:d in Congress, who
said what, and how each person voted for what. v %L‘Oﬂf)lnnfwg 0 s Sﬁm"]'ﬂnj ﬂ; Ve
Y M DN 01 Wk e pry et

Senate.gov needs to display real-time information from THOMAS or at the very least link to H "
B HeB i will enfa)] —

THOMAS. Senate.gov’s main content area is dedicated to the history of voting yes or no in the Senate. \W OWHML

This is an improvement over the previous features, which have included an online exhibit of the Russell \L/C_
Senate Office building’s centennial. While these are worthwhile, | believe that visitors going to bomfﬂnmdj
Ov
Senate.gov are looking for real-time information of what is going on in the Senate. Thankful this S%j (S mc
information is at least present; however it is hidden on the sidebar. The website displays active 4%
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There are two popular THOMAS-like sites which have been created by non-profit organizations.
Govtrack.us was created by Joshua Tauberer while he was a student. OpenCongress.org was created by
the Sunlight Foundation who advocates for government transparency and runs sites that use
government data. Sunlight has done a very good job with OpenCongress.org. As bé}ﬁg anon-
governmental site they can include commenting on the bill, a section to mark up the bill, and a wiki to
summarize the bill. A government website would quickly be overrun with flame wars if it accepted

WS pvolalemr  hat sgain €
comments. This cah be seen in the Obama Administration’s trial of accepting comments when they first

B -REATn Frovisions

took office. The discussion quickly turned downhill. While it is great
that sites have been set up to compete with THOMAS, it is still
important to make THOMAS modern. It is still the provider of

official government information, which is important to many. Itis

A--Black Liquor
tle B--Homabuyer Credit
059

C-+Economic Substance
D--Additional Provisions
Vo -SATELLITE TELEVISION EXTENSION

the first place which citizens often look, because they might know

T
Subltle A--Statutory Ucensas

Page: 51052
TIT

about OpenCongress.org.

| feel that THOMAS should include all information from the

Congressional Record in context. Amendments are not very clear at

TITLE I--EXTENSION OF EXFIRING FROVISIONS
Sublitle A

all on either OpenCongress or THOMAS. In THOMAS, Amendments Subtitie B

PART 1I--Lovi-Income
Subtitle C--Business Tax Relaf

can only be found by viewing the Congressional Record search

ary Disaster Relief Provisions
Ler Awhiel

results for that bill. Once a user finds out that the link to that search ~ Fiure 12 THOMAS Amendment Text
exists only on the full text page, they can crudely search for a list of amendments. Only the list of
amendments is listed on that page of the Congressional Record. One must then go back to the THOMAS
homepage to search for that record using the amendment number. They are then brought to a page
where the table of contents of the amendment is displayed — not the entire amendment (Figure 12).
Each page of text is linked individually according to how the paper and PDF version of the Congressional

Record was put together. This makes no sense. A user wants to read the amendment; the user could



One of the real problems with THOMAS is
?mu .ng 7?{.\’1lI!Hz\HY;!!(L‘O,’\'UHLﬂ-E THOMAS

: ; I :
that is very hard to find out what went on the last
i e
THIF SEAROM THIS DocCamnT ™IS R 155 @
: ; . RER 3 P fmmp
day in Congress. Commercial news providers do Sesties il Pigest el

Conteats Diuplag

Daily Dinest - Friday, March 5, 2010

cover Congress, but they only cover high profile Friday, March 5, 2010

Daily Digest
topics and focus more on the politics than the

thapes C15T) _GPO's PON

. i Senate
contents of the bills. Insiders know about the

Chamber Actlon
Congressional Daily which has updates on

Routlne Proceedings, pages §1211-S1241
Measures Introduced: Four blls vitre introduced, as follows: 5, 3082-3085.
Tegm $1329

everything that went on in the last day. However,

Measures Reported:

the Daily is still bound to a paper format. A nicely e b

conservation pro;

ihe North American Watlangs Consenvation Act 10 &
payment of the non-Federal shara of the costs of wetland:
Canacda that are funded under that Act. [S. Rept.

Tage siaa

formatted PDF can be viewed, but requires a plug

rirmeace

) . ) Figure 11 THOMAS Congressional Daily Text View
in and takes time to load. A simple text view is

available, but it merely displays the printed text in a format which is hard to scan (Figure 11). C-SPAN
provides a nice timeline of each day in Congress (Figure 14). Since THOMAS was created, Facebook has

popularized the news feed. | think that THOMAS

should similarly format recent actions into a news i

e

feed. This news feed should be front and center on et e e b

wazme

the homepages’ of THOMAS, the Senate, and the
House. Each bill should have a news feed on its e

homepage. Each committee and member should also

have a news feed of everything they said and every

vote they cast which is currently contained in the

Figure 14 CSAPN Congressional Chronicle
record.



records video of the debates. These videos are not linked anywhere from THOMAS. This video should
be organized and linked from the text of the debate. One should be able to be reading the text of a
debate and then click to watch the video of the debate. In addition, a view similar to C-SPAN's

Congressional Chronicle should be provided on THOMAS's page about the previous day in Congress.

Process

This project will require 5 developers and 1 project manager to work for 9 months in order to create the
new version of THOMAS. Programmer time is estimated at $80,000 a year and project manager time is
estimated at $110,000. An additional $20,000 of benefits per person will be provided. Total salary costs
are estimated at $472,500. Space will be provided by the Library of Congress in the Washington D.C.
area and will be covered under their existing budget. $10,000 of equipment is being requested for
development hardware consisting of 6 desktops (51,000 each) and a development server ($4,000).

Deployment hardware is estimated at $90,000 and will be decided according to the project
requirements during the project. %00 L FNSWU"M’)\UVL pf- M50W}4(/{ i Coot=.
P lace WS o Y %u,{jd Stehon -

—

f/ lhda Ty 4 - ] P
Sral /;’,- o/ dooR T



Materials and Budget

Expenses

Approximate
Cost

Programmer Wages and Benefits
Desktop Computer * 6
Development Server
Deployment hardware

$472,500
$6,000
$4,000
$90,000

Total

$572,500




Resume

Michael Plasmeier
plaz@theplaz.com
(610) 513 0390

Massachusetls Institute of Technology
Freshman; expected graduation 2013
Interested in Computer Science (6), Public Planning (11), Management {15), Political Science {17)
Research and Work
SocialMenu 2009- Developer, Viral Communications Group, MIT Media Lab

iPhone web programming, Facebook app development, design for human interaction
Residential Computing Consultant 2003- Computer/network support consultant for MIT’s Informatien
[ Services and Technology group, Client Support division
{ Websites

theplaz.com

GridView 2007 Facebook application which lets users put all of their
| friends on their profile and makes a photo mosaic of themselves with their friend’s photos.
§ Primary Developer (PHP, MySQL, Facebook Platform)
;' Created successful concept from idea to implementation D[:] ‘ d .
1.1 million installs; >300,000 monthly active users GD g rl V i e W
Managed developers domestically and overseas
Maintained Linux servers

Tecker 911 20062609 - Video podcast covering technology for everyday people
100 episodes of high quality programming available online ol
Designed show concept and branding TS._:‘ . i( 33911
Produce show by arraigning shoots, editing, and distribution | 6CK MOAll
Negotiating show onto cable TV
Geoov 2004 AJAX. mapper to display all geotagged flickr photos,
Created website from architecture to implementation P a P,
Used Google Maps APl with client side JavaScript JML_
SeniorQuoter 2007- Installable, open-source PHP application which lets high school

yearbooks streamline their senior quote collection process,

Designed application from the ground up, including Ul
' implemented in PHP, MySQL ;enloroudl'er
| Lead team of 4 people to develop version 2
Usability and logo design

Redesigned the skin for my MediaWiki site to increase usability

Created logos and layout for my projects
| Work
| Bespoke Media Group 20079 Implement promotions on Facebook; advise companies on social media
| strategy
! Work closely with clients to explain their options and implement their vision

Haverford High School
4.7 GPA
CTO of Publications Department 20072009 Maintained computers and network for newspaper and
yearbook

http://wiki.theplaz.com /Resume

e SR ——— —




