Software Hut Clients’ sheet

COM3420 Software Hut.

Information for clients.
Background.

The course is organised around teams of students, usually 4 or 5 in a team, competing
to produce software solutions for their clients. Typically a client will work with 5 or 6
teams. The course takes place in Semester 2 (February – May).

The students need to meet with the client on a regular basis for about 5 weeks until
they have established the Requirements for the project.

It is very helpful if the client brings, to the initial meeting, as much information as
they can about the system that they would like. This should include information
about:

the intended operating environment - type of computers,
their configuration (where known),
the software available (this might be Microsoft Office - including Access,
Excel, Word etc.)
any paper copies of data and information relating to the proposed system (for
example, if it is to replace a manual system)
any special circumstances that will affect the project.

Then each team will produce a draft Requirements Document for the client to amend
and eventually agree and sign off over the next 5 weeks. This document is a
description of the software that the teams propose to build for their client. It is
important that this is correct - as far as possible. Although the students have had some
teaching related to communication with their clients, the construction of a
requirements document and working in teams this is possibly the first time that they
have done it for real. It is an excellent experience for them and highly valued both by
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the students and their ultimate employers. It may also be the first time that the client
has experienced being a client for a software project! The students may ask you
questions about what you do that may enable you to look at your operations in a new
light. It might mean that your initial thoughts about what you actually want will
change during the discussions you have with the students. This can be very valuable
but it can also result in you wanting to change your mind at a late stage in the process.
Please exercise care in this regard as late changes invariably threaten projects. If you
feel that there is still a lot of uncertainty or confusion 3 weeks or so into the project
then please speak to the lecturers. We will endeavour to discuss with you progress
each week in the initial stages of the project. We also monitor the students carefully,
throughout. Each team has to produce minutes of team meetings, project plans as well
as a considerable amount of technical design documentation which you are welcome
to see but may not be easily understood.

It is strongly urged that changes to the requirements document should not be made
after it is finalised, unless absolutely necessary, since this could seriously affect the
likelihood of a team being able to deliver software of high quality. Naturally it is
possible to make “cosmetic” changes at a later stage but whatever is decided should
be considered very carefully.

The students will then spend the next few weeks building and testing the software.
During this period it may be necessary for the students to contact the client to clarify
some aspect of the project, an e-mail address or fax number is useful in this regard.

Around weeks 9 and 10 the students may invite the client to view a prototype in the
Department’s teaching labs (Lewin Laboratory, Regent Court). This is an opportunity
to make minor adjustments to the system, perhaps improvements to the interface or
some prioritisation of the functionality of the system. It is often the case that original
plans turn out to be rather optimistic and that the difficulties of programming can
result in it all taking longer than was expected. At this point it is better to agree on the
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delivery of a high quality basic solution rather than one with lots of features and lots
of bugs!

By week 12 all teams have to deliver their solution to the client, usually this will be
on a CD and include a simple to use installation program. There should be a User
Manual and an Installation Guide (unless this is automatic). Some teams may offer to
install the software on the client’s computer. If the target operating environment is a
computer network then it is advisable to seek advice from the local system
administrator concerning installation as the network configuration may pose particular
problems that the students cannot deal with.

Once there are some solutions to evaluate (hopefully all the teams will produce
something) then the client is asked to assess the different solutions with the aid of a
simple mark sheet. This involves identifying a number of attributes of the software
and awarding a mark from 1 (low) to 5 (high) for each one. The total mark awarded
by the client counts for 50% of the assessment for the course. These marks are needed
by the time the exam board meets, (it’s helpful if they are available a few days
beforehand).

Once the client’s marks are available a presentation is held and the teams that receive
the top marks from the client are awarded a prize (£50 – 100) per person in the
winning teams). Thus, the cost of the software to the client is £250 - 500.

The client is then free to use the winning software in their business. However, clients
are asked not to sell on the software in any form without the prior agreement of the
Department of Computer Science and the University’s Research Consultancy Office.

We hope that the software chosen will be trouble-free and productive, however, we
realise that problems may occur after the students have finished the course. It should
be possible to contract someone to carry out maintenance if that is necessary, we will
help if we can and there are occasional mechanisms for our senior students to take on
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this work, at a nominal cost, usually. In the past, however, our clients have been very
pleased with their software and problems have been few and far between. It is
difficult to estimate the commercial value of the software which is developed, suffice
it to say that a typical application of the type we have delivered to many of our clients
would cost tens of thousands of pounds if produced by consultants!

We might like to follow up the client’s experience at some time, to help us assess the
professionalism of the students and to identify any improvements we can make to the
project arrangements.
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