
TableMaster
       A Windows program to assist in

developing seating rotations for

Marriage Encounter weekends
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TableMaster
Why TableMaster ?

As a second-set presenting couple, one of our routine duties at Weekends is the planning of the table seating, and as the “mathematical” one in our partnership, this duty has fallen to me.  As a “thinker”, I like to approach things logically, and though I realize that finding the “perfect” seating rotation is hardly the most important thing about the weekend, it vexes me no end when I find disparities in how frequently I have seated couples with the presenters, or note that some couples are sitting multiple times with certain other couples, and never with still others.  Though I have been successful in constructing rotation patterns that produce “best possible” results in a few specific cases; in most others I have been frustrated in my pursuit of this illusive ideal – and amazed at how much time I could spend on this trivial-sounding problem.  Even when I carefully worked things out in advance, last minute cancellations have often caused me to have to rework my seating chart on Friday night and the breaking point came when I found myself still trying to construct a workable plan at 3 a.m. on one memorable weekend!  “There must be an easier way”, I thought, and writing TableMaster is my attempt at an answer.

Had I known how much time I was going to spend writing and tinkering with this program, I don’t know that I would have started.  As my investment of time grew, it became increasingly clear that the only way there was going to be a meaningful “return” would be if others used it as well.  Consequently, I have tried to put it in a form where it can be useful to other presenters, and it is my hope that this will be the case.  Though I am retaining all rights to the code, I hereby grant permission for the TableMaster executable program and its associated documentation to be freely copied and distributed within the Marriage Encounter community (of all faith expressions), for purposes of presenting Marriage Encounter weekends.  If you happen to like this program, and find it useful, I would encourage you to “pay” for it by making an appropriate contribution of support to your own Marriage Encounter organization. 

I’ve tried to make TableMaster to be easy and obvious to use – setting up for the weekend can be as simple as (1) selecting the number of couples; (2) specifying the size of the tables; and (3) entering the couple’s names.  From this, TableMaster will produce an “optimized” seating plan that can be printed for reference.  But life isn’t always so simple.  Sometimes there are “special considerations” that enter into the seating plans.  For example, we have presented at weekends where the breakfast meal was held in the motel’s restaurant with a mixture of four person and six person booths and the noon and evening meals were held in a different room with mixtures of eight and ten person tables.  Then there are the changes that come up during the course of the weekend – wanting to make sure that a particular couple ends up seated with a particular presenter at a particular meal or that certain couples are seated together (or not together), and of course, there’s that unfortunate circumstance where one or more couples leave the weekend.  Such changes can throw a carefully crafted seating plan into total disarray.  If you have access to a computer during the weekend, TableMaster will handle these situations and allow you to “re-optimize” the seating plans for the remaining meals.

A disclaimer is in order – I don’t claim that TableMaster will always produce a mathematically “optimum” solution (it turns out that this is a very challenging problem), but it can probably get closer than you can by yourself, and with a lot less effort.  Moreover, it has several features that let you quickly analyze and alter the seating patterns so that even if not “optimal”, you’ll at least find it easy to tell how far away you are.  Probably the best thing is that if you don’t like the arrangements it produces, you can always “blame the computer” and do more important things (like sleep) with a clear conscience!

I have tested this program for a considerable range of situations, but I’m sure I haven’t found every “bug”.  If you have questions, encounter problems, have suggestions, or just want to pass along your comments, you can reach me by email at fjschamber@comcast.net.  I cannot guarantee that I will be able to provide the assistance you require, but I would like to hear from you.

With love to all of our Marriage Encounter friends,

     Fred (and Julie) Schamber

System Requirements

The TableMaster program is a single Windows-executable file, named TableMaster.exe.  It is approximately 500,000 bytes in length (a little less than half of a standard high-density 3.5” floppy disk).  When loaded into your computer, it occupies under one megabyte of memory (including data).   Data files produced by the program are approximately 20K (20,000 bytes).   In short, for a modern PC, this is a rather small program that isn’t going to tax your system.

The program has been tested under Windows XP, Windows 2000,  and Windows 98.   I would expect it to run under Windows Vista, 95, NT, XE or similar, but have no idea about Windows 3.1 or earlier.  Processor speed should not be an issue – except that it will take longer to optimize on slower machines.

TableMaster assumes a color monitor with resolution of at least 800 x 600 pixels (1024 x768 is more convenient).

It is useful to have a printer so that the weekend summary can be printed.

Quick Start
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You must first transfer the TableMaster.exe program file to your computer (putting it someplace where you can conveniently find it).   You may want to install it on your “desktop” for convenience.

To run TableMaster:  Locate the TableMaster.exe program file and double-click on it. This brings up the TableMaster main screen as shown in Figure 1.

(1) In the panel titled “Weekend Setup”, locate the control labeled “Attending Couples”.  Click on the “up arrow” to increase the number of couples for the weekend, or click on the “down arrow” to decrease the number.  (Note that this number is to represent couples attending the weekend, exclusive of presenters.)
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In the same panel, drop down to the control labeled “Couples per Table”.  This is originally set for four couples per table.  Click on the control to adjust this number as needed.  (Note- this is the “typical” table size for the weekend – TableMaster allows you to subsequently adjust specific table sizes up or down on a meal-by-meal basis – see Meal Window Features, Features for Manually Adjusting the Seating.)

      Note: It doesn’t matter in which order you do steps 1 and 2.

(3) Drop down to the button labeled “Optimize Seating” and click on it.  TableMaster will now try to work out a seating arrangement which is “optimal” per its internal criteria (see Some Remarks about Optimizing a Weekend for an explanation of these criteria).   While it is engaged in this calculation, the cursor symbol turns into an “hourglass” and then turns back into the standard pointer when it is completed.   This can occur essentially instantly, or it may take several minutes, depending on the specific configuration you have set up and the speed of your computer.

(4) At this point, you have already setup a weekend seating plan, except that it is done with generic names like “Set2 Presenters”, “Attending Couple 4” etc. as shown in the list on the right of the TableMaster main form.  Generally you will want to assign specific names to the members of this list, and we will do this now.  If you are happy with generic “names”, you can just skip this and go directly to step (5).

To assign names to the couples at the weekend:

A. Click on the first or second white cell in any row of the list.  A window pops up with a blinking cursor positioned in an empty “edit” field.  (This is called the “Couple” window.)  The initial appearance of the Couple window is shown in Figure 2.
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Type the name of the couple in this field (my practice is to use the last name only – e.g., “Jones”, but you can use whatever format you like – e.g., “Jones, Bob & Cindy”).
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You can use the mouse to check off any of the informational boxes to the right if you so choose: [ ] Eligible – a couple who is eligible for consideration as a presenter; [ ] Clergy – a member of the clergy attending the weekend, [ ] Anniversary – a couple who is known to have attended a weekend previously.  These are just informational items for your convenience, and are not explicitly used by the program.

D. You can also click on the box titled “Note” below and enter any further information you might want to know about this couple while planning the weekend seating.  For example, this is a good place to note dietary restrictions, mobility issues, etc.  

E. When you have completed the above entries to your satisfaction, click the “Apply” button.  This enters the data into the list.

F. Repeat steps A-E for the next couple.

Note – there are a number of options and shortcuts you can use here.  Refer to The Couples List and the Couple Window in the Main View section.   You can also come back to edit this information at any subsequent time.

To get rid of the “Couple” window, click on the “X” box in its upper right corner.

(5) To see the table assignments for the weekend, drop down to the box labeled “Weekend Views”.  Click the center button labeled “Summary”.  A window will now pop up which shows the entire weekend’s assignments.  You can get a printed copy of this screen by right-clicking anywhere on the Summary Window and then clicking on the popup control labeled “Print this Summary”.

That’s really all there is to it.  But there are also quite a lot of other features available for your use, and we’ll now turn to a more complete description of the TableMaster features.

General Program Conventions

Some nomenclature

TableMaster is concerned with seating couples at tables.  Thus, a “4 couple table” means a table set with eight places.

The Lutheran ME weekends we are involved with always use four presenter couples, one of which is clergy and this is the way I have constructed the program.  For a Catholic weekend, I would simply understand that the clergy couple is replaced by a priest – thus, one setting would be removed from the table, but I still refer to it as a “four couple” table.  In other words, for Catholic weekends, I am assuming that the presenting priest is equivalent to a clergy couple at a Protestant weekend..

In the following, we will frequently be speaking about “empty places” at a table.  As you might assume, this means that there aren’t as many couples seated at a table as there are places available.  The number of places available at a table is specified in one of two ways:  (a) By default the size of all tables is taken from the “Couples per Table” control in the Weekend Setup panel of the Main window. (b) Or you can manually increase or decrease the size of any individual table at any meal of the weekend.   It then follows that there are several ways you can create empty places at any given table:

· There will be empty places at one or more tables if the total number of couples isn’t evenly divisible by the default table size.

· Manually increasing the size of a table creates an empty seat at that table.

· Moving a couple from one table to a partially filled one creates an empty place at the table the couple was moved from, and occupies a formerly empty seat in the table moved to.

· In addition, empty seats are created when a couple leaves a weekend in progress.

You might be wondering about why a distinction is being drawn between a table of a certain size and a partially filled table.  After all, if you have three people seated at a table does it really make any difference whether you call this a three-person table or a four-person table with one empty place?  Yes it does – you CAN seat more couples at partially filled tables, and TableMaster will attempt to do so under certain circumstances.

Throughout this documentation, when I refer to the number of couples at a weekend, I mean attending couples – the total number of couples at a weekend is the number of attending couples plus the four presenting “couples” (or three presenting couples and a priest).  Thus, a fourteen couple Protestant weekend would involve 36 people total, or 35 people if Catholic.

When planning a weekend, one may not initially know (or care to enter) the names of the couples.  TableMaster doesn’t really care about this.  Until actual names are assigned, couples are referred to with a “generic” name – like “Set 1 Presenters” or “Couple 7”.  However, TableMaster presumes that you will be able to enter actual names before beginning the actual weekend, and will require you to do so if you will be using the “Weekend in Progress” features.  

Windows conventions

TableMaster is a true Windows executable application that responds in most respects like other Windows applications that you are familiar with.  In particular: 

· You many “minimize” or “maximize” the Main TableMaster window by clicking on the “_” and “" boxes in the blue header bar.   

· Clicking on the “X” box at the extreme right edge of the TableMaster Main window header will close the entire TableMaster program.

· You can also move the Main window by left-clicking on the blue header and dragging it (with the left mouse key held down).  

· You can change the size of the Main window by clicking and dragging on the left, right, or bottom borders of the window (move the cursor over a border until it turns into a double-headed arrow, then click down on the left mouse button, and drag the border with the button held down – releasing the key ends the drag.)   The maximum size of the Main window is limited by the resolution of your monitor. There is also a minimum size that TableMaster enforces for this window.

In addition to the main window, TableMaster provides several other windows that can be selected for display.  These windows:

· Can be moved by clicking and dragging on the top blue border.

· Can be sized by clicking and dragging on their borders.

· Can be closed by clicking on the “X” box in the upper right corner (this closes just this particular window without shutting down TableMaster).

The ability to resize and rearrange windows is particularly useful when using a monitor with 800x600 resolution, such as many laptops.

Hints and right-click menus

Many of the controls of TableMaster are provided with dynamic “hints”.  Simply place the cursor over a control, and a “hint” box will pop up (after a slight pause) which offers some insight into the function or use of the control.   (This feature can be disabled, see Right-click options of the Main window under Main Window Features.)

A number of the “advanced” features of TableMaster are implemented via “right clicks” of the mouse.  Simply place the mouse over the item and right-click to make a popup menu of choices appear.

Main Window Features

We will here describe the features of the Main TableMaster Window.  It is assumed that the reader has read and understood the Quick Start section preceding and features explained there will not be repeated.  We’ll now describe the controls top-to-bottom, beginning on the left.
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Figure 3 – Example of the Main Window after setting up for a 22 couple weekend.

Load a Saved Weekend

This button allows you to recall previously-saved weekend data.  Clicking on this button brings up a standard Windows “open file” dialog.  Use of this dialog should be familiar to any Windows user and will not be further explained here.  It should be noted that the file extension for TableMaster files is “.mew”  (Marriage Encounter Weekend).   Only this type of file can be read by this control.

When weekend data is read in by this control, it restores all of the weekend data to the status it was in when stored.  Specifically, if the data was stored after the weekend was started, this will be the state in which it will be restored.  However, settings of the program itself (i.e., sizing of windows) will not be affected.

Note that when a weekend data file is read in, its “pathname” replaces the “TableMaster” heading on the Main window.

Weekend Setup
This panel contains the Attending Couples and Couples per Table number-selection controls.  Each time either one of these controls is changed, all of the weekend seating is “reassigned” – that is, couples are distributed at tables for the entire weekend, overriding any previous assignment or optimization.   The minimum and maximum numbers of couples that can be selected are 4 and 56 respectively (intended to be unrealistically generous limits).   The minimum and maximum number of couples per table are 2 and 6 respectively (i.e., 4 to 12 persons).  

As we have already noted, when you “upclick” or “downclick” the Attending Couples arrows, additional “generic” couples are added or deleted at the end of the list.  What happens if you downclick after you have already begun naming couples?   TableMaster won’t delete a named couple without asking you.  When you downclick it works backwards from the end of the list and deletes the first unnamed couple it comes to.  If there are no unnamed couples, it pops up a warning box that tells you it is about to delete the last couple named in the list.  If this is not what you want, click Cancel, otherwise click OK to proceed.

The Weekend Setup controls become inactive once the Weekend in Progress control is clicked.  This means that you cannot add additional couples (though couples can be removed).  Also, changing table sizes can be done only on an individual basis once the weekend has begun.

Advanced feature:

By right-clicking on the Weekend Setup panel a popup menu appears which offers a choice of three ways of assigning couples to tables.  The default is Assign by Pattern which works well in most cases.  The Assign Sequentially choice simply assigns couples sequentially to every meal.  This is generally an inefficient choice for automatic optimization, but it can be convenient if you intend to manually move couples around, rather than having the program do it.  The Assign Randomly choice does what it says – it “randomly” places couples at each meal (except for the first).  It generally offers no advantage over the default Assign by Pattern, but it is available to those who prefer an element of chance in the assignment process. 

Note that regardless of which assignment option is chosen, the first meal of the weekend (Saturday Morning) is always assigned sequentially, and this meal will thus appear identical for each of the three choices.

Weekend in Progress

Clicking this control switches the program from a “pre weekend” state to its “weekend in progress” state (see Figure 4).  You will notice a number of dramatic changes to the appearance of the Main window.   Specifically, the large Marriage Encounter logo disappears and in its place a paired set of controls appears that looks like this

Next Meal is …

Saturday Morning
The lower of these items simply shows the place in the weekend – in this case indicating that the next meal will be Saturday Morning.  Clicking the button above this legend (“Next Meal is…”) causes the indicator to advance to the next meal.
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Figure 4 - Main Window after selecting “Weekend in Progress”

Why keep track of where you are in the weekend?  If you use TableMaster to just prepare a seating chart in advance, this feature has no value for you at all.  However, if you have access to a computer during the weekend (we always bring along our laptop) then TableMaster allows you to re-optimize the seating as the weekend progresses.  However, it should be obvious that once the weekend is in progress, we don’t want to go back and re-assign seating at the meals that have already taken place.  In fact, TableMaster will not let you do so.  Once you have advanced to the next meal, all prior meals are “frozen” and you can’t adjust table sizes or switch couples for these meals.   Also, the Optimize Seating activity affects only the meals from the next meal to the end of the weekend.

The “Weekend in Progress” and “Next Meal” buttons are “irrevocable” controls.  That is, once activated, you can’t change your mind and back up (except, see advanced feature, below).  When you click Weekend in Progress, a popup box warns that “You will not be able to add any more couples if you proceed”.   You can still back out by clicking “Cancel”, but if you click “OK”, you are now switched to the weekend in progress mode and the Weekend Setup controls are deactivated.

Advanced Feature

OK, so I didn’t have the heart to make this truly an “irrevocable” choice.  If you absolutely must, you can right-click on the “Weekend in Progress” control and you will get a popup menu that says “Go back to Pre-Weekend”.  By clicking this, you will restore the Weekend Setup state.   If you actually do this in the middle of a weekend, it will permit you to go back and alter table assignments for meals that have already occurred, which is not a good idea.  If you use this feature, you’re on your own!

The Marriage Encounter Logo

If you left-click on this logo you will see an “about TableMaster” screen with version and other information.  Click the “OK” button to go back to the logo.

Optimize Seating

This button initiates the optimization process.   When pressed, the cursor pointer changes to an “hour glass” icon and the legend on the button changes to “Stop Optimizing”.   If you want to prematurely end the optimization process, you can click the button and this will restore the original button legend and cursor pointer.  (Aborting the optimization in this matter does not cause any difficulties – there is no danger of weekend data being corrupted and whatever level of improvement was achieved during the optimization will be left intact.)

Advanced feature

By right-clicking on the Optimize Seating button you can bring up a menu with five choices reading “Optimize 1 Deep” to “Optimize 5 Deep”.  This allows you to control the maximum number of optimization “swaps” (i.e., the number of couples which can be exchanged at a step in order to find a better combination).  The default choice is “Optimize 2 Deep” and this seems to give reasonable results in general.  However, you can choose more (or less) swapping if you are the adventuresome type.  Be aware, however, that the amount of time that it takes to perform the optimization process increases exponentially as you increase the level   However, there is no real harm in trying a larger optimization depth, since you can always “abort” as noted above.  If you want to try the levels 4 or 5, I suggest you initiate them before you go to bed – and they may still be running when you get up!

Dups=n

This legend appears immediately under the “Optimize Seating” button.  The number “n” indicates the number of times that couples are “doubled up” during the weekend (e.g., “Dups=3” means that there are currently three instances during the weekend where pairs of couples are seated together more than once).   For an “ideal” weekend, this number would be “Dups=0” and you will observe that this is often achieved.
  This indicator is updated during the optimization process and you will generally see it decrease rapidly at first, and then more slowly as the optimization proceeds.  In general, this will start as a rather large number immediately after table assignment, and optimization will reduce it down to a relatively small number (though not always zero for arbitrary configurations).  For more discussion, refer to the section on Optimization Strategies.

Save this Weekend

Clicking this button will let you store the current weekend configuration on your disk.  You will recognize this as the standard Windows dialog for saving files, and not much more needs to be said.

I would suggest that you save a copy of the weekend configuration before you click the Weekend in Progress control – this way you will have a copy of your weekend starting point that you can go back  to if needed.   Also, a file like this can be a useful “template” for future weekends – the next time you are planning a weekend of similar size and table configuration, you can load this prior weekend and just change the names.

You will note that after you save a weekend, the Save this Weekend button becomes “grayed out” and inactive.  However, as soon as you make any changes to the weekend information, the button again becomes active.  This is to remind that the altered weekend data has not been saved.  If you subsequently close the program, TableMaster will ask if you wish to save the weekend data before exiting.

Weekend Views

Clicking each of these three buttons brings up a different way of viewing the weekend:

By Meal displays the seating for one meal at a time.  You can also switch around the couple seating and alter the size and number of tables setup for any meal.

Summary shows you a tabulation of all the meals in the weekend.   You can also print this summary.
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Sits With is a specialized “grid” display that shows you how frequently each couple sits with every other.

These three views will be discussed in greater detail later.

The Couples List and the Couple Window

The “Couples List” is the large list on the right side of the Main window.  For each couple there is a row of four cells.  Reading from left-to-right:

Code contains abbreviations that provide information about the attending couples:

E – an eligible couple

C – clergy

A – an “anniversary” couple

X – a couple that has left the weekend (replaces any other codes)

      *  -- signals that there is information in the Notes field

Name is the name of the couple as you enter it.

Seq.  is the five-meal sequence of table numbers for the weekend, as currently assigned by TableMaster .
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Notes contains any additional information that you choose to enter about the couple.  This is a very long cell that extends well off to the right – you can view the whole thing by using the “slider” control at the bottom of the list.

You can resize the amount of area visible in the Couples List by dragging the left or right boundaries of the Main Window.  You can resize any column of the list by dragging the boundary in the top (gray) row.

Clicking on any couple’s row causes the Couple entry window to popup up so that you can enter or edit information for that couple.  We already described the basic use of this window in Quick Start, so here we’ll concentrate on some of the other things that need to be said about it.  First of all, we skipped over the yellow and green panels that appear on the bottom center and right of this window.  As you can infer from their labels, the center panel (yellow) lists the other couples that this particular couple is never seated with during the weekend.  The rightmost (green) panel then lists the other couples that this couple is multiply-seated with.   You cannot alter the contents of these panels from this control – they are for information only. 

In the earlier example, we used this window to enter the initial information for the couple.  You can also use it for editing the information.  Clicking on a couple’s row will bring up this window with the current information displayed.  You can then alter any of these fields and click Apply to replace the original information. (Note that the Apply button is not active unless you have actually changed something.)

[image: image9.png]xl

[Billick v Eigble [ Cleigy [~ Anriversayy




[image: image10.png][[474] Table T
*Kastenmeir
Thorrtan
Geller
Myer

(144 Table—————————
* Samuels

Foss

Dunconty

Phllps-Ortega

[l44] Table 3
*MeDermot

Balwe

Grundhalm

Wang

F[474] Table 4
*smith
Sutherland
Jackson
Everett

(14 Table5—————————
Helurton
Zimmerman
Benning
Cowles.

T [E— |




When you click up this Window for an existing couple, you will note that there is a small Clear button on the right.  If you click this button, it will clear all of the information for the couple and replace it with the generic designation.  Use this button when you need to remove a couple before the weekend starts.  Once the weekend starts, there is a different button in this place, labeled Left.  This is what you use to deal with that unfortunate situation when a couple has to leave a weekend for whatever reason.  Clicking the Left button leaves the couple’s name in the list, but marks it with an ‘X’ code in the couples list.  When a couple leaves the weekend, they are removed from all meals going forward, but they are still shown in the seating of the meals where they were actually present.   

Note that when you Clear a couple during the pre-weekend, the “generic” information stays in the list at its original position and the number of couples at the weekend isn’t altered.  You can later click on the row and enter data for a different couple.  Or you may want to eliminate this entry, which you can do by reducing the number of attending couples.  

The Back and Next buttons at the bottom of the Couple window allow you to step up or down the couple list.   However, you will note that they don’t transfer any information you entered into the list – you must click the Apply button first.   This is a safeguard to make it more difficult to accidentally over-write the data in the list.  “Fine”, you may say, but it is kind of a pain to have to do all this clicking when I’m entering in a long list of couples.  True – so we also have a ‘shortcut’ that makes things more convenient.  If you simply press the “Enter” key on your keyboard when you have completed the entry of a couple name, or clicked any of the check boxes, this information will be entered into the list and automatically advance to the next.  (Note, however, that you can’t use the Return key in this way when entering a Note – this is because Notes can continue line “breaks”.  Either click back on the name field and then hit Enter, or use the Apply/Next combination.)
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For basic data entry, you may find the size of the Couple window to be excessive.  You can size it smaller by clicking and dragging on its bottom edge.  Note that when you make it small enough, this will snap to a rather compact window showing only the name and check-box fields.  To restore the window to its larger size, you merely drag the bottom edge down again.

Rearranging the Couples list

When TableMaster assigns seating patterns to couples, they are established per the position of the couple in the list (e.g., couple 12).  Whatever name you assign to couple 12 will be seated in that pattern.  Though the order of couples in the list isn’t important in principle, you might find in practice that you want to shift names around.  For example, after assigning names and optimizing the weekend you might note that the 5th couple in the list, who you suspect might need some special attention, isn’t sitting with any of the presenters until Saturday night.  You wish they were sitting in position 8, where that couple sits with presenters at the Saturday morning and noon meals.  Of course, there is nothing that prevents you from just re-editing the identities of couples via the Couples box, but there is a simpler way.  Just left-click down on the gray cell labeled “5” and while holding the key down, drag it down to the gray “8” cell, and let go.  You will hear a “plink”, and the former couple five is now seated as couple 8 – and the 6, 7, and 8 couples are now shifted up to be 5, 6, 7.   When you look at the meal assignments, you will see that the names at the tables have been shifted around in the same way.  The simplest way to explain this is just to do it!  Just click down on any gray cell next to an attending couple (you can’t move the presenters) and drag-and-drop this couple to the place in the list where you want them.   If you want to “swap” a pair of couples, just use two drag-and-drops. 

Note that you can reorder the Couples List this way only during the pre-weekend setup.  The feature is disabled once the weekend has been started (but as you will see, there are other ways of reorganizing couple seating during the weekend).

Tracking a couple through the weekend

Whenever the Couple window is being displayed, the name of that couple is highlighted in blue wherever it appears in the Meal or Summary views.  This is a convenient feature for quickly scanning the weekend to see how a given couple has been seated.

Right-click options of the Main window

These features are enabled by right-clicking anywhere in the empty space of the Main window (i.e., click anywhere except on top of controls)

· Hints enabled

The ‘hint’ messages that popup when you let the cursor rest on a feature can become annoying.  You can disable them by clicking on this menu item to “uncheck” it.

· Reset to default weekend

Clicking on this option resets the program to its initial state (all work will be lost).

Meal Window Features

When you click on the By Meal button in the Weekend Views group of the Main window, you bring up a very important window for the operation of TableMaster.  This window is initially configured as a narrow panel on the left of the Main window.  At the top of the window is a selector box that states the name of the meal (e.g., “Saturday Morning”) and below it are arrayed a series of boxes which represent the various tables set for that meal.  Within the boxes are shown the names of the couples seated at that table.  By clicking the selector at the top of the window, you can move forward and backwards through the five meals of the weekend.  
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The size of this window is initially configured to tuck in tidily next to the Main window on an 800 x 600 display.   This amount of space is enough for displaying eighteen attending couples (22 total) seated at four-couple tables or 20 attending couples (24 total) at five-couple tables, for example.  When there isn’t enough space, the additional tables “scroll” off screen as you see in Figure 8(a) – you see a standard Windows slider bar at the bottom and by sliding it to the right you can see the tables that scrolled off screen.  But especially if you have a larger screen to work with, you may want to increase the size of the Meal window.  For example, you can click and drag on the lower edge of the window to make it longer, to accommodate more tables, as shown in Figure 8(c).  Or you can drag the right border out to make it wide enough to contain more columns as in 8(b).  In short, you can adjust the size and shape of this window to suit your preferences.

The color of the meal selector is coded:

· During the pre-weekend setup, the selector is always yellow.

· Once the weekend has been started, the color of the selector is:

· Gray for meals that are already past;

· Red for the next meal that will occur; and

· Yellow for subsequent meals in the weekend.

You are prevented from making any changes to “Gray” meals, but you can alter the “Red” and “Yellow” ones.

Each table box is identified by number (e.g., “Table 3”).  Preceding this is an indicator that shows the occupancy and maximum size of this table.  For example [3/4] indicates that this is a four person table with three people seated at it.   The “table size” number (e.g., 4 in the preceding example) is normally established by the “Couples per Table” control in the Weekend Setup panel of the Main screen.  However, as will be seen shortly, you can also set this size independently on a table-by-table and meal-by-meal basis.  In the former (default) case the table identifier is shown in maroon, and in the latter case (specially sized) it is shown in green.

When there aren’t enough couples to completely fill all the tables, TableMaster distributes the empty places among the tables.  For example, let’s say that you have a weekend with 17 attending couples and you have four-couple tables.  With the four presenting teams, this means that there are 21 seating spots to be assigned.  If we just assigned them sequentially, we would have five filled tables and one couple sitting by themselves at the sixth – probably not what we want!  Instead, TableMaster automatically adjusts the actual seating at the tables to try to achieve a better balance.  If you actually setup this example, you will note that TableMaster assigns four couples to tables 1-3, and three couples to tables 4-6 (3x4 + 3x3 = 21).  Again, you can adjust this to suit yourself – and you even have the option of squeezing a fifth couple into one of the other tables as you might choose to do in real life.

Within each “table” box, the names of the couples seated there are also formatted:

· Until a name is assigned to a couple, its “generic name” ( e.g., <<<< Couple 8 >>> ) is shown in gray.

· Once an actual name is assigned, the couple is shown in black

· A couple that is shown with an asterisk (*) in front of it, is a presenting couple.  (Unless you intentionally move them around, the presenters are always seated at the head of tables 1-4.)

· When a name is showed in bold type, it means that the seating of this couple at the table is “fixed” at this meal  – that is, the couple cannot be moved to another table in the process of optimizing the weekend, though you can still do it manually (more about this later).   Normally, it is only the presenters that have fixed seating like this, but you can also “fix” any couple at any table of any meal.

· There is also Red and Blue color coding that is used to highlight names selected by the “Couples” window and the “Sits With” view.  More about this is said relative to these features.

· When there are “empty” places at the table, TableMaster by default shows two small faces () instead of a name – or this can be turned off.

Features for manually adjusting the seating

Associated with the Meal window are a number of point-and-click features that allow you to manually reorganize the seating arrangements for a meal.  All of these features operate by having you “point” to the entity you want to change, and either left-click-and-drag it, or right-click it to bring up a menu of choices.

(1) Features that involve the individual couples:

· Swapping couples.

No, this isn’t any kind of kinky activity.  Rather, this feature lets you exchange any couple at a meal with any other by dragging-and-dropping.  Simply put the cursor over the name of a couple and press down the left mouse button – a little “tag” appears behind the cursor arrow.  While holding the left mouse button down, drag the arrow over to point at any other couple name on the meal form and release – there is a “plink” and the names of the couples are switched.   (Note that you can tell whether you are actually over something that you can drop the couple on – if you drag over something inappropriate, the cursor becomes a crossed-circle.) 

· Transferring a couple to a different table

You can move a couple by clicking on them, dragging, and then dropping them on an unfilled table.  You do this exactly like for swapping, but in this case you “drop” the couple anywhere within the table rectangle, except on top of another couple.  Specifically, you can drop the couple on the “empty place” () marker.  This moves the couple to the destination table, and creates an empty place at the table where you dragged the couple from.

Note that the distinction between whether you swap couples or just transfer them depends entirely on where you “drop” them.  If dropped on another couple, they are swapped.  If dropped anywhere else within a table boundary, they are just moved.  Also, you can swap couples between two filled tables, but you can only move a couple to a table with at least one empty place.

· “Fixing” and “Unfixing” a Couple

(No, it’s not what you’re thinking.)   This feature allows you to tell TableMaster that the designated couple is not to be moved from this table during optimization.  The mechanism for “fixing” a couple is to place the cursor on the name to be fixed and right click.  A menu pops up that says Fix in Place.  Click on this item and the couple is “fixed” (displayed in bold font).   To “unfix”, simply right click on a fixed couple and “uncheck” the Fix in Place choice on the popup menu..

Why fix couples?   So that TableMaster’s optimization function doesn’t move them.  If it is important to have the “Jones” couple seated at Table 1 (i.e., with clergy) on Sunday morning, then you might find it irritating if TableMaster moves this couple somewhere else as it attempts to optimize the weekend seating.  Fixing Jones at this table for this meal is the way you can prevent this.  Simply go to the Sunday morning meal, swap the Jones couple to table 1 (if necessary), and then “fix” them at this table via the right-click recipe described above.

By default, whenever the initial meal seating is assigned, the presenters are automatically fixed in place at tables 1-4 of each meal.    However you CAN unfix them (though I’m not sure why you’d want to).   Similarly, all other couples are “unfixed” whenever the initial weekend meal seating is reassigned – this happens when the number of couples or size of the tables is changed during the pre-weekend setup.

(2) Features that involve a particular table:

These features are used to change the characteristics of the table itself.  They are all selected from a menu of choices that appears when you right click on a specific table box (anywhere but on one of the couple’s names).   I usually click near the right edge of the box, but you could also click at the top, like on the “Table n” name.   When you do this, the menu pops up with the following choices:

· Increase table size

· Decrease table size

· Remove table

Increase table size will increase the table size by adding an empty pair of seats, up to the limit of six couples per table.   This selection is disabled (“grayed out”) if the table is already at the limiting size.

Decrease table size will decrease the table size by removing an empty pair of seats, down to the minimum of two couples.   This selection is disabled if there isn’t an empty pair of seats at the table or the size is already at the minimum.

Note that whenever you increase or decrease the table from its “default” size, the heading on the table turns from its normal maroon to a green color.  This is just to remind that you have manually specified a different size.

Remove table will remove the table itself if there is no one currently seated at it.  This selection is disabled if any couples are seated at the table.   If you remove a table in the middle of the meal (for example table 3 out of 6) then the remaining tables are just renumbered (e.g., to 3, 4, 5).

(3) Features that involve the entire meal:
These features are selected by right-clicking anywhere on the gray part of the Meal window, except where there is a table.  For example, you can right-click on the left, right, or bottom borders.  This pops up a menu with these selections:

· Add new table

· Remove all empty seats

· Show empty seats  (checked by default)

Add new table adds an empty table of default size to this meal.   This is normally done because one wants to redistribute couples to this table from the others. This would be a necessary step in setting up a particular meal for a larger number of smaller tables, for example.

Remove empty seats simply searches the seating at this meal for any empty seats, and deletes them.  You can do the same thing on a table-by-table basis by using the “Decrease table size” option to shrink tables one at a time.  However, this command just does this job for the whole meal.  It also does a bit more, in that if it encounters any empty table, it will remove it.   Note that when table sizes are shrunk in this manner, it makes them into “specified size” tables.  That is, if tables five and six are currently four person tables, each with one empty place, the “Remove Empty Seats” selection will convert both of them into three-person tables.

Show empty seats is just a cosmetic option.  If this option is checked (the default) then each empty seat at every meal is shown with the  marker.  If you don’t want this, you can just uncheck this option.  One good reason for turning off this option is to save space in the Meal display.

Summary Window

This window is created when you click the Summary button in the Weekend Views section of the Main window.   It provides a one screen summary of the seating for the whole weekend.  In appearance, it can be thought of as the “Meal” window repeated five times – that is, each meal is a column and each table is a row in that column.
The formatting of the couple names shown in the Summary view are the same as for the Meal window and you should refer to that section.  There is no special formatting associated with tables in the Summary view, and there are also no activities (such as couple moving or table sizing) which can be performed in this Window.

The sole purpose of the Summary view is to provide a comprehensive way of looking at the entire weekend, and to produce a hardcopy of this information for reference.

Printing out the summary view

To print the summary view you simply right-click on it anywhere.  This pops up a one-line menu that states “Print this summary”.  Simply click this item to initiate printing – this pops up a standard Windows printer dialog that allows you to select things like number of copies and the like.

Seating Frequency Window    (Sits With)

This window is created when you click the Sits With button in the Weekend Views set of controls of the Main window.  This window is simply a grid or “matrix” with each of the couples listed sequentially down along the left side and across the top.  Each cell of the grid displays the number of times that the couple in that row and column are seated together.  When the row couple and column couple are never seated together, the cell is left blank.  (Since each couple, of course, sits with itself at each meal, the diagonal cells of this matrix will always contain the number 5.   I substituted the ‘#’ symbol instead to provide a visual point of reference in the display.)  The grid is symmetrical, of course, since the number of times that couple A sits with couple B must be the same as the number of times that couple B sits with couple A.   You will also note that since the presenting couples are always seated at their own tables (at least this would certainly be the normal situation) there is always going to be a block of 4x4 blank cells in the upper left-hand corner.


The principal use of the Seating Frequency window is to assess how well the seating rotation has distributed couples over the weekend.  The “perfect” situation would be realized in the case where any couple’s row contained a “1” in every cell, meaning that this couple sat once with every other couple.  However, a little thought will reveal that this is a mathematical impossibility – a consequence of the fact that we have four presenters (that never sit with each other) and five meals.  There are a couple of relatively close approximations to this ideal, however, and one is the “default” situation that is set up when TableMaster is first loaded – fifteen couples seated at four-couple tables.  In this situation one finds that each couple will sit exactly once with each presenter, and no couple sits with another couple more than once.  However, each couple will also not sit with four other couples.   Nice and orderly rotations like this are, alas, not always possible.  When there are a relatively large number of small tables, there will be a lot of people who never sit together.  


Anyway, the reason I provided the Seating Frequency window is because it is a quick way to look for “hot spots”.   A well-arranged weekend has a rather random-looking pattern of blank and 1 cells in each couple’s row – and if there are any 2 cells, they are few and scattered over different couples (and not involving the presenting team)
 – and there are no cells with more than 2 in them.

TableMaster counts the number of cells in the weekend that have greater than a 1 in them – this count is the “Duplicates” legend which appears in the blue header of this window
 (and also in the “Dups=n” field of the Main window).  

People like myself whose career involves working with graphs and numbers won’t find this an intimidating display – but for others it might be.  But let me try to explain one of the very useful things you can do with it.  Simply click on any cell in the grid, and then turn on the Meal window.  You will observe that the couple whose row you clicked is shown in blue at this meal, and the couple whose column you have selected is shown in red.  If you turn on the Summary window, you will observe the same thing, but now for all five meals at a time.  In other words, when you have a particular couple doubling up with another couple, this allows you to quickly spot the meals where this is occurring.  When you click on a new grid cell, a different pair of couples is selected in both views.  If you are trying to manually adjust the weekend seating by dragging and dropping couples between tables, I think you will find this a very helpful tool.

Some Remarks about Optimizing a Weekend

There’s a real danger, I suppose, in getting too caught up in developing the “optimum” seating arrangements for the weekend – this is hardly the most important (or even a very important) part of the weekend experience.  There are undoubtedly many happy souls who will just jot down a rotation pattern that I wouldn’t much care for – and the weekend is no worse for that fact.  The last thing I would want to suggest is that TableMaster will help you to make a better weekend – the most I am hoping for is that it will make it an easier weekend for the person(s) who are charged with the table rotation.

With this in mind, I offer the following remarks for the benefit of those who are interested – if you think you already know enough to use TableMaster (or enough to decide to NOT use it), you can ignore everything that follows.

In order to speak of “optimizing” the seating at a weekend, one has to first have an idea what “optimum” might mean – in other words, what qualities are we looking for in the seating patterns, and what is the relative importance.  There are presumably many answers which could be given to this question, but I developed my own three criteria that I believe reflect the spirit and practices of the ME weekend.  Here are my criteria in order of importance:

1. Each couple should sit with presenters as equally as possible.  That is, in a given weekend, I don’t want one couple sitting with the presenters at every meal and another couple never sitting with presenters, to use an extreme example.  Since there are only a few specific cases where the number of seatings with presenters can be exactly equal for all couples, I must relax this criterion to “as equally as possible”.  In practice, this criterion means that the difference between the number of times that any two pairs of couples sits with the presenters during the weekend is no greater than 1.

2. Each couple should sit with the individual presenters as equally as possible.  Whereas the prior criterion was concerned with the seating with the presenters as a group, this one focuses on how frequently a couple sits with each particular presenter.  For example, I don’t want one couple seated with a particular presenting couple twice and not at all with another.  My actual criterion is again that there should not be a difference greater than 1 between the times that a couple sits with each of the presenters.

3. Each couple should sit as equally as possible with each of the other attending couples, with the same kind of criterion for “as equally as possible” as I’ve outlined above.

When TableMaster optimizes a weekend, it attempts to achieve all three of these criteria if it can.  Often it doesn’t (and sometimes this is because it is a mathematical impossibility).  But TableMaster “weights” these criteria so that the first is given the highest importance, then the second, and finally the third.  What this means in practice is that when TableMaster can’t arrive at an “ideal” seating solution, it is the third criterion which suffers – you will sometimes have attending couples doubling up with other attending couples.

In the introduction I already alluded to the fact that this is a mathematically challenging proposition – it’s my understanding that this belongs to a class of optimization problems for which there is no “analytical” solution – that is, you can’t just write down a recipe that will always work.  Instead, the problem has to be solved iteratively, that is, by trying various permutations until a “best” (or at least workable) result is obtained, and this is just what TableMaster does.   But the harsh reality is that if TableMaster attempted to try every possible seating combination, the number of permutations for a reasonably-sized weekend is so large that it would take an impossibly long time to perform the calculation (we’re talking weeks of computing here!).   Since most of us don’t have access to a super-computer for our weekend planning, it is necessary to settle for something less.  After considerable trial-and-error I have come up with a relatively simple strategy that seems to produce “reasonable” results – that is, reasonably well-optimized weekends in tolerable periods of time.  The essence of this strategy is that I hopefully start with a weekend that is not too badly distributed to begin with, and then focus on the problem areas.  The details of the algorithm aren’t important, except that I will readily acknowledge that it doesn’t give “perfect” results – but good enough, I think to be a useful and practical tool.

Of course, one of the things that makes “perfect” weekend planning impossible is the fact that things have a way of changing in the middle of a weekend.  TableMaster handles this situation by looking at the seating frequencies of the weekend as a whole, but only adjusts the seating for the meals that remain.  In other words, if a couple leaves before breakfast on Sunday, TableMaster will try to reassign the Sunday morning and noon meals to get the best match to the criteria for the entire weekend. 

Since TableMaster seems to do a good job with the first two criteria (which both involve seating with presenters), I generally evaluate the “quality” of an optimization by noting the number of duplications of seating among the attending couples (criterion #3).   What one generally observes is that the number of duplications starts large and quickly shrinks during the optimization process – but further improvements come ever more slowly, if at all. 

There are a few cases where TableMaster exhibits a behavior that may at first seem “wrong”.  To illustrate, set up for a 16 couple weekend with four couples per table.  You will note that TableMaster indicates “Dups=0”.  Aha – a “perfect” arrangement, right?  But when you click “Optimize Weekend” the indicator immediately jumps up to “Dups=6” and stays there.  What’s going on?  The answer is seen if one reassigns the weekend (just click to 17 couples and then back to 16) and inspects the Seating Frequency window – we now note that the initial seating assignment did indeed involve no duplications, but on the other hand, the 16th couple never sits with any presenters!  Since this is the most serious “no-no” for the TableMaster optimizer, it introduces some duplications in order to correct the problem.  The moral of this example is that the “duplication” count is a handy indicator, but not the whole story.  You are advised to check the Seating Frequency window for such inequities before you accept a seating scheme as satisfactory.

As you work with TableMaster you may encounter situations where it seems to be doing a lousy job – particularly for small weekends.  For example, set up a weekend with 11 couples and four-couple tables.  When you optimize, you will end up with something like 20 duplications, but more importantly, if you view the “Sits With” screen, you will observe quite a disparity in the seating patterns of the first three presenters (clergy, 3rd set, 2nd set) versus the 1st set.   The first reaction is that TableMaster messed up.  If you look at the Meal window, however, the reason becomes evident.  Since there are a total of 15 couples, the fourth table (at which the 1st set presenters are seated) is always one couple short at each meal, thus the 1st set couple sits with five couples fewer than the other presenters over the course of the weekend.  So, if the goal is to “equalize” this situation, one can manually shift the empty place around to each of the presenter tables.  Why doesn’t TableMaster automatically do this?  Simply because this is an area where you may wish to impose your own preferences.  TableMaster does not (in its present incarnation at least) attempt to distribute the size of tables as part of its optimization process and this is something you may wish to do yourself.

Optimization strategies

I’ve noted in the description of the Optimize Weekend button that by right-clicking on it, you can select different levels of optimization.   What the term “level” means, in the broadest terms, is the maximum number of times that TableMaster will switch couples (e.g., if TableMaster switches couple 8 with couple 12 at the Saturday noon meal, and couple 12 with couple 14 at the Sunday morning meal, that is a “two level” switch).  My experience is that two levels of switching is a good starting point.  If I’m not happy with it, I may try three levels, and sometimes more (though these take so long that I generally terminate them – I rarely see any real improvement in any case).  In some cases, I have been able to “help” TableMaster by manually switching some couples around, and then letting it try the optimization again.  More often, however, I have found that TableMaster just switches things back to the original situation.

The optimization problem becomes progressively easier the more choices that TableMaster has – for example, if you have a large number of couples and relatively small tables, it becomes relatively easy to find a solution where no couple ever doubles up.  Conversely, the problem gets a lot tougher when there are a small number of tables to organize – and duplications may not be avoidable at all.   Similarly, if a couple leaves on Sunday morning, TableMaster can’t readjust where they sat for the first three meals – just the last two, and this makes it less probable that an “optimum” pattern can be found.

There is probably more that could be said in the way of “hints” for optimizing, but since it is easy to try things, you’ll probably enjoy experimenting – what can you hurt?  And if you’re smart enough to save a “pretty good” solution, you can always come back to that.  A word of warning, however -- fiddling with the weekend optimization becomes an addictive pursuit for some personality types.  There comes a time to quit and go to bed!

What if I prefer to do my own thing?

TableMaster’s optimization feature is just a tool, and one that you may choose not to use.  Thousands and thousands of ME meals have been worked out with paper and pencil, and there is no reason to stop if that works well for you.  However, if you prefer to organize the weekend “by hand”, you may still find it useful to use TableMaster as a kind of “spreadsheet”.   I think you will find it a lot more convenient to switch couples around using its drag-and-drop feature than to work this out on a pad of paper.  And some of the tools built into TableMaster also make it very easy to see how well you have done with your manual optimization.

Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1� - The initial appearance of the TableMaster Main Screen





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �2� - Initial appearance of the Couple Window when it pops up for data entry after clicking on Couple 2 row.





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �5� -- The Couples List of the Main Window





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �6� -- The Couple Window when the weekend is in progress (note the “Left” button on the right)





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �7� -- The sized-down Couple Window





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �8� -- Three configurations of the "Meal Window": (a) left - as it originally pops up, note the “scroll bar” on the bottom indicating that some tables are not being shown; (b) center - the same window resized to be wider; (c) right - the window resized to be long





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �9� -- Summary window.   Wang is highlighted in blue because it has been selected in the Couples List.





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �10� – “Seats With” view before optimization (random assignment)





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �11� – “Sits With” view after optimization








� For a few special cases, the “Dups=0” condition will be achieved without any optimization at all.   This is the case for the program’s “default” starting configuration of 15 couples at four-couple tables.


� The situation I have described would be the normal case for weekends that use at least five tables.  If you have weekends with four or less tables, there must be some doubling up. 


� The “Q” value which also appears in this header is a metric used in the optimization process.  I’ll have a little more to say about this in the final section where I elaborate briefly on the optimization process.
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