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Improving the Quality of Contributed Software on the MATLAB File Exchange
MATLAB (which is incidentally one of the languages mentioned in the Call for Participation for this workshop) is a technical computing language that enjoys wide usage among scientists and engineers around the world. Typically, these people are not trained as programmers, and they almost never describe what they are doing as programming. They would say they are simply problem-solving, and they are often under great pressure to produce results quickly. As a result, MATLAB is often used to arrive at "quick and dirty" solutions. This kind of usage is emblematic of end-user programming.

In order to help our user community, we at The MathWorks have created a programming archive called the MATLAB Central File Exchange (http://www.mathworks.com/matlabcentral/fileexchange/), where people can freely upload and download MATLAB programs (known as M-files). After four years of operation, there are now 4057 files in 20 top level categories available for free download. Files are added at the rate of 100 per month, and file downloads regularly exceed 7500 per day. We have therefore succeeded at the most important part of building a community site: drawing a crowd. 
Unfortunately, many of these files are poorly written (uncommented spaghetti code) or poorly motivated (homework problems of no general interest). We are always looking at ways to improve the quality of the code we host on our site. But how does one best go about this? The fundamental problem we face with this site is how to improve the overall value of this site without falling into the following traps:
· low barriers to participation lead to a proliferation of worthless code

· high barriers to participation drive away people away and impoverish the site
· high cost of maintenance leads to too much work for us

Over the past four years, we have a generated a great deal of real-world data and hands-on experience about how to run a code repository. In the context of how to improve the value of the site, I plan on discussing the tradeoffs associated with
· comments for files

· numeric ratings for files (1-5, where 1 = "nominate for deletion")

· download counters

· metrics and reports pages

· author reputation ranking systems 

· submission guidelines: high and low barriers

· "collaborate with me" flags
· "Pick of the Week" blog

· wiki-mediated file review team made up of community members
· removal of low quality submissions

For each case above, we have real data on what happened in response to various experiments we have tried. 
As we grow, we need to work with our users to see that the File Exchange is meeting their needs. Do people want the File Exchange to eventually be like Boost, a vetted, high-quality library of code? Do we want to make SourceForge our model, in which we would provide development environments to many people? Or do we simply want to give people a place to put heaps of code and let a consensual voting process determine what's good? Finally, would we ever want to provide a File Exchange-in-a-Box product to those companies who are prevented from sharing their code publicly?
My background
Originally coming from a background in aerospace engineering and aircraft control design, I have been working as a software developer for The MathWorks since 1991. Since 2001 I have been leading the MATLAB Central web community team. We are continually innovating to provide our customers with a vibrant, valuable, and personally rewarding resource for developing MATLAB-based code.
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