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Initial Impressions
We quickly gained a good first impression of the state of the project, because proper thought had

been given to architecture, coding standards and quality of delivery.

We therefore anticipated doing a shorter than planned engagement at this stage, to reserve some

of the planned days for later in the project when more complex issues are being faced. This is

therefore a brief, initial, report — a kind of health check — simply to feedback on our findings from a

few days of working with the team. As the project continues we can provide guidance on the more

complex issues.

Project Setup
The project has been given clear objectives. Stakeholders have been involved in the development of

specifications, and continue to be consulted. This ensures the project is aligned with real user needs.

There is a clear and visible high level plan for the big picture of the project.

The timelines for the project are well planned and suitably cautious, reflecting the risks involved in

adopting a new system, and the complications of migrations.

The team isn’t fully able to adopt Agile because of organisational culture, but have adopted some of

the working practices. While the project management is outside the scope of our consultancy, we’d

suggest gradually adopting more agile processes as the project progresses and trust is built with

internal clients. In particular the use of a true scrum board for monitoring the stories in the current

sprint, breaking them down from the epics, estimating them, and visually demonstrating their

progress through the sprint.

But the team does have very good communications between themselves about the current tasks, so

there is no current issue.

Analysis of current codebase and functionality
The current code was installed and tested locally, and a quick analysis showed that the quality

standards described in the project documentation were really met. Coding standards were almost

fully met (with a few minor exceptions), and the configuration was saved to code using the features

module, allowing a best-practice code-driven development workflow. The presence of automated

tests is also a very good thing and is worth pursuing.

The choice of contributed modules, their configuration and extension using custom module was well

thought-through. The only point that needs to be investigated is how the customization of menus will

scale once the website reaches a size of many thousands of pages, at which point a compromise

between functionality and performance might be necessary.
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Analysis of proposed infrastructure
The proposed infrastructure follows a relatively standard architecture for a Drupal project of this

scale. The redundancy put in place to manage the disaster-recovery requirements also adds a lot of

margin regarding the performance of the system. As discussed during our visit, some load testing

should be performed to see how the infrastructure handles traffic peaks. It might be that the

proposed system is slightly oversized for the needs of the website, and reducing the number of

servers could reduce the complexity without affecting performance.

The point where the infrastructure differs from a standard Drupal hosting set-up is regarding the

separation of encrypted traffic (HTTPS/SSL) for authenticated users and non-encrypted traffic for

anonymous visitors. Given the integration of the website in the university’s single sign-on system,

this adaptation makes a lot of sense.

One point of concern regards the virtualization infrastructure underlying the entire hosting platform.

Given the organisational complexity, any changes to the servers can take some time and potentially

delay progress, which can be critical in cases where a fast reaction to emergencies is needed.

Also, the deployment, maintenance and support of this infrastructure is opaque to the project team,

and this could present a hidden risk to the project. Before the first go live it would be good to

understand the design of the system, and who will support it, on what basis — and how issues will be

communicated. Recovery procedures should be planned and tested between the two teams.

Cache invalidation
One of the points of concern was related to the invalidation of entries in the Varnish front-end cache

when pages are modified. We suggested using the Cache Expiration

(https://drupal.org/project/expire) and Purge (https://drupal.org/project/purge) modules in

combination, the first one to determine which pages are affected, the second one to manage the

configuration with Varnish. The basic menu-based invalidation functionality provided by the Cache

Expiration module should meet most of the needs. For some edge cases including listings page (for

news, events, etc), a few additional invalidation rules can easily be added using either the Rules

module or a custom implementation in a small module.

Migration
The migration of content from the current Polopoly website will require a two-step process, first

extracting content into static files, then importing them into the Drupal site. Due to the fact that some

of the content for various subsections of the site will be manually edited or reviewed in the process,

a one-time migration is not possible. This means that the migration will be done for different

subsections will be done over a longer period of time, during which the separation between

Polopoly pages and Drupal pages will be managed by redirection rules in the load balancer. This is

the right way to approach this problem, but there will be some considerable complexity involved and
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it would make sense to simplify the process to reduce the number of separate migrations required.

Deployment and continuous integration
The current code is in very good shape and the team is also very knowledgeable about the problems

that need to be solved and the appropriate solutions. To be able to best use these resources, it

would be good to expand the system to include a good set of tools to manage the deployment

workflow and all associated processes such as automated testing after each commit. The current

workflow still requires a good deal of manual intervention, which can lead to instability and to a

considerable overhead for the team over time.

Editorial Experience
The team had just one question around the editorial experience at this stage, which was how to

provide an ‘autosave’ feature.

We advised them to dig deeper into the real underlying requirements behind this user request. They

had a hunch that it was simply that a problem some users had experienced with another system was

that they navigated away from the editorial page and lost the content.

This could be solved with a javascript warning that navigating away from the page will lose their

content, and reminding them to save it first.

We did also review a range of suitable autosave Drupal modules, and some javascript solutions, and

the team were going to test them out.

Conclusion
Despite the complexity of the requirements, the project seems to be in very good shape and

potential issues are identified early enough to be addressed in a timely manner.

The team is a good size, with solid experience. They are thinking about all the right things at this

stage, and although there wasn’t much we could teach them at this stage, they are clearly open to

new ideas and learning too, which is always a great sign that a project team will succeed.

Because of the good status of the project at this stage, we used less time than originally anticipated

in the review, and agreed to provide a simple short report for now — saving the booked time for

later in the project when it may be needed more.

Report prepared by:

Florian Loretan, Senior Drupal Architect Steve Parks, Consultant

florian.loretan@wunderroot.com steve.parks@wunderroot.com

12th December 2013
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