WAY BACK IN 1999, WHEN | STARTED
my second internship, | was told to do
something | had never done before: create
and maintain a plan of my activities.

THOMAS SLUYTER

. At the time this seemed like a horribly complex
keep] n g tTaCk thing to do, but my supervisor was adamant. He
2 did not want me to shift one bit of work before I
Of t] me had taken a stab at a rough plan. So I twiddled in
Word and I fumbled in Excel and finally, an hour
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Macintosh evangelist and as a board member of would be welcome right about now.

the Dutch J-Pop Foundation.
So now its six years later and I still benefit from

the teachings of my past mentor. However, I see
people around me who appear to have trouble
keeping track of all of their work. Which is exact-
ly why 1 was originally asked to write this article.
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I have always worked in large corporate environ-
ments with several layers of management between
the deities and me, which always seems to obfus-
cate matters needlessly. However, the ideas out-
lined in the next few paragraphs will be applicable
to anyone in any situation.

Juggling Egg Shells

“They [hackers] tend to be careful and orderly in
their intellectual lives and chaotic elsewhere. Their
code will be beautiful, even if their desks are buried
in 3 feet of crap.”

—The New Hacker’s Dictionary

I realize that keeping a plan is definitely not one
of the favorite activities for most people in IT;
they seem to abhor the whole task, or fail to see
its importance. Also, most are of the opinion that
they don’t have enough time as it is and that there
is absolutely no way that they can fit in the
upkeep of a personal plan.

Now here’ a little secret: the one thing that can
help you keep your workload in check is a plan.
By keeping a record of all of your projects and
other activities, you can show management how
heavily you're loaded and when you will be avail-
able for additional duties. By providing manage-
ment with these details, you are allowing them to
make decisions like lowering your workload or
adding more people to the workforce.
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Personal Time vs. Project Time

A personal plan is what dictates your day-to-day activities. You use it to
keep track of meetings, miscellaneous smaller tasks, and time slots that
you have reserved for projects. You could say that it’s your daily calendar,
and most people will actually use one (a calendar, that is) for this task. In
daily life your colleagues and supervisor can use your personal plan to see
when you're available for new tasks.

A project plan, on the other hand, is an elaborate schedule that dictates the
flow of a large project. Each detail will be described meticulously and will
receive its own time slot. Depending on the structure of your organization,
such a plan will be drafted either by you or by project managers who have
been specifically hired for that task.

Tools of the Trade

“Life is what happens to you when you’re making other plans.”
—John Lennon

KEEPING YOUR PERSONAL CALENDAR

I think it’s safe to assume that everyone has the basic tools that are needed
to keep track of their personal plan. Just about every workstation comes
with at least some form of calendar software, which will be more or less
suitable.

Microsoft Outlook and Exchange come with both a pretty elaborate calen-
dar and a To Do list. These can share information transparently, so you can
easily assign a task a slot in your personal plan. Each event in your calen-
dar can be opened up to add very detailed information regarding each task.
And you and your colleagues can give each other access to your calendars
if your organization has a central Exchange server at its disposal.

One of the downsides to Exchange is that it isn’t very easy to keep track of
your spent hours in a transparent manner. It allows you to create a second
calendar in a separate window, but that doesn’t make for easy comparison.
You could also try to double-book your whole calendar for this purpose,
but that would get downright messy.

Looking at the other camp, all Apple Macintosh systems come supplied
with the iCal application. It is not as comprehensive as the calendar func-
tions of Exchange, but it is definitely workable. iCal comes with most of
the features you would expect, like a To Do list and the possibility of shar-
ing your calendar with your colleagues. However, this requires that you set
up either a .Mac account or a local WEBDAV server.

One of the nice things about iCal is that it allows you to keep multiple cal-
endars in one window, thus making it easier to keep track of time spent on
projects. I use a green iCal calendar to contain all the events I schedule
and a purple one to show how I really spent my time.

Finally, I am told that Mozilla’s Sunbird software also comes with a satisfac-
tory calendar. So that could be a nice alternative for those wishing to stick
to Linux, or who just have a dislike of the previously mentioned applica-
tions.
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KEEPING TRACK OF SPENT TIME

It’s one thing to enter all of your planned activities into your calendar and
another thing entirely to keep track of how you actually spent your time.
Keeping tabs on how you spend your days gives you the following advan-
tages:

= A way to report your progress to management

= A clear view of which activities are slipping in your schedule

= A clear view of which work needs to get rescheduled or even reassigned
to somebody else

For some reason, however, there aren’t any tools available that focus on
this task, or at least I haven’t been able to find them. Of course there are
CRM tools that allow a person to keep track of time spent on different cus-
tomers, but invariably these tools don’t combine this functionality with the
planning possibilities I described earlier.

As mentioned, it’s perfectly possible to cram the time you spend on tasks
into the calendar used for your personal plan, but that usually gets a bit
messy (unless you use iCal). Also, I haven't found any way to create
reports from these calendar tools that allow you to compare time planned
against time spent. So for now the best way to create a management-friend-
ly report is still to muck about in your favorite spreadsheet program.

REGARDING PROJECT PLANNING TOOLS

Most projects are of a much grander scale than your average work week.
There are multiple people to keep track of, and each person gets assigned a
number of tasks (which, in turn, get divided into subtasks, and so on). You
can imagine that a simple personal calendar will not do.

That's why there is specialized software like Microsoft Project for Windows
or PMX for OS X. Tools like these allow you to divide a project into atomic
tasks. You can assign multiple resources to each task, and all tasks can be
interlinked to form dependencies and such. Most tools provide profession-
al functions like Gantt and PERT charts.

Making Guesstimates

In the next few sections I will ask you to estimate the time a certain task

will take. Often sysadmins will be much too optimistic in their estimates,
figuring that “it will take a few hours of tinkering.” And it’s just that kind
of mindset that is detrimental to a good plan.

When making a guesstimate regarding such a time frame, clearly visualize
all the steps that come with the task at hand. Imagine how much time you
would spend on each step, in real life. Keep in mind that computers may
choose not to cooperate, that colleagues may be unavailable at times, and
that you may actually run into some difficulty while performing each step.

Do you have a good idea of how long the task will take? Good! Now dou-
ble that amount and put that figure up in your plan. Seriously. One col-
league recounts people who multiply their original estimates by pi and still
find that their guesstimates are wrong.

One simple rule applies: it is better to arrange for a lot of additional time
than it is to scramble to make ends meet.
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Taking the Plunge

“It must be Thursday. . . . I never could get the hang of Thursdays.”
—Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy

Every beginning is difficult, and this one will be no exception. Your first
task will be to gather all the little tidbits that make up your day and then
to bring order to the chaos. Here are the steps you will be going through.

Make a list of everything you have been doing, are doing right now, and
will need to do soon. Keep things on a general level.

Divide your list into two categories: projects and tasks. In most cases the
difference will be that projects are things that need to be tackled in a struc-
tural manner that will take a few weeks to finish, whereas tasks can be
handled quite easily.

Take your list of tasks and break them down into “genres.” Exemplary gen-
res from my plan are “security,” “server improvements,” and “monitoring
wish list.” The categorized list you've made will be your To Do list. Enter it
into your calendar software.

For each task decide when it needs to be done and make a guesstimate of
the required time. Start assigning time slots in your calendar to the execu-
tion of these activities. I usually divide my days into two parts, each of
which gets completely dedicated to one activity. Be sure that you leave
plenty of room in your calendar for your projects. Also leave some empty
spots to allow for unforeseen circumstances.

Now proceed with the next paragraph to sort out your projects.

The Big Stuff: Handling Projects

“Once I broke my problems into small pieces I was able to carry them, just like
those acorns: one at a time. . . . Be like the squirrel!”
—The White Stripes, “Little Acorns”

For each of your projects go through the following loop:

= Write a short project overview. What is it that needs to be done? When
does it need to be done? Who are you doing it for? Who is helping you
out?

= Make a basic timeline that tells you which milestones need to be reached
in order to attain your goal (Fig. 1.1). For example, if the goal is to have
all your servers backed up to tape, exemplary milestones could be:
“Select appropriate software/hardware solution,” “Acquire software/hard-
ware solution,” “Build basic infrastructure,” and “Implement backup
solution.” For each milestone, decide when it needs to be reached.

= Work out each defined milestone (Fig. 1.2): which granular tasks are
parts of the greater whole? For instance, the phase “Select appropriate
software/hardware solution” will include tasks such as “Inventory of
available software/hardware,” “Initial selection of solution,” “Testing of
initially selected solution,” and so on.

= Decide how much time will be needed to perform each of these atomic
tasks (Fig. 1.3). Use the tips regarding guesstimates to decide on the
proper figures.

= Put all the tasks into the timeline. Put them in chronological order and
include the time you've estimated for each task (Fig. 1.4-5). You’ve now
built a basic Gantt chart.
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FIGURE 1: STEPS IN SETTING UP A PROJECT PLAN

Once you are done, go over the whole project plan and verify that, given
the estimated time for each task, you can still make it on time. Discuss
your findings with your management so that they know what you are up
to and what they can expect from the project in the future.

Inevitable, Like Taxes and Death

“Hackers are often monumentally disorganized and sloppy about dealing
with the physical world. . . . [Thus] minor maintenance tasks get deferred

indefinitely.”
finitely —The New Hacker’s Dictionary

One of the vitally important facts about planning is that it’s not a goal, but
an ongoing process. Now that you have made your initial plan, you're
going to have to perform upkeep. Ad infinitum. The point is that things
change, and there’s no changing that!

Projects fall behind schedule for many different reasons. Vendors may not
deliver on time, colleagues may fail to keep their promises, and even you
yourself may err at times. Maybe your original plan was too tight, or maybe
a task is a lot more complicated than it seemed at first. All in all, your plan
will need to be shifted. Depending on the project, it is wise to revisit your
plan at least once a week. Mark any finished tasks as such and note any
delays. Not only will this help you in your daily work, but it will also give
management a good idea about the overall progress of your projects.

The same goes for your personal time. Projects need rescheduling, you
may need to take some unexpected sick leave, or J. Random Manager
might decide that doing an inventory of mouse mats really does need pri-
ority above your projects. It is best to revisit your calendar on a daily basis
so you can keep an eye on your week. What will you be doing during the
next few days? What should you have done during the past few days? Are
you on track when it comes to your To Do list?

Final Thoughts

You may think that all of this planning business seems like an awful lot of
work. I would be the first to agree with you. However, as I mentioned at
the start of this article, it will be well worth your time. Not only will you
be spending your time in a more ordered fashion, but it will also make you
look good in the eyes of management.

As it says in the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, you will be the “really
hoopy frood, who really knows where his towel is,” because when things

get messy you will still be organized.
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