Working in Groups

1.
Introduction

One of the main distinguishing factors between 315 and other courses is that you work on one project and work in the same group all semester. Nearly two-thirds of the assessment of 315 is based on work you do as a group. You will be spending a lot of time as a group working on this project, which will include interviewing your business client, allocating tasks among yourselves, doing work on part of the project, and collating and writing up your project work.

It is thus very important to:

•
make sure one group member is designated as the “group leader” for each part of the project e.g. for the ISP, Requirements, etc. I would like you to change this leader for each part of the project so that everyone has a taste of what it is like to manage and lead a large project.

•
allocate tasks wisely among you. Don’t try and take on too much, and don’t try and let everyone else do all of the work. I look for fair distribution of the workload when I assess your work and allocate your individual marks.

•
keep track of progress by using either the task plan, completion, and allocation templates included in the appendices, or by formulating your own.  You MUST bring task plans to each weekly meeting with the lecturer. You MUST hand copies of these when you hand in each piece of work, and you MUST also hand in copies of your meeting minutes. Failure to do so will mean large penalties.

•
if things go wrong, e.g. group members don’t carry out the tasks assigned, fail to complete tasks, or are no longer on speaking terms (it sometimes happens!), DON’T just ignore it and hope the problem(s) go away! If you can’t resolve the problem yourselves, come and see me at the earliest opportunity. I will not look unfavourably on your group or the individuals involved, as I think it shows a sign of a certain level of maturity and self-analysis that you can recognise that you have a problem with your group. PLEASE come and talk things over with me. In previous years all such problems have been resolved to more or less everyone’s satisfaction.

Please be aware that previous years have demonstrated again and again that the most organised and well-run groups are ALWAYS the ones that do well in 315, and the members of these groups are the ones that get the good final grades for the course. Real-world experience has also conclusively demonstrated that it is also the well-organised development teams and companies that are successful and who produce good quality, useful software.

2.
Group Meetings

The main way of organising your project work and communicating the results of your work with each other is via meetings. You will need to meet with each other AT LEAST twice a week this semester. You will also need to meet with your client several times to obtain information about their business and to discuss with them the results of each part of your work. The following guidelines may help you to run meetings effectively.

Meeting Purposes

1. Planning and preparation: To define issues; investigate or study an issue; to advise or propose.

2. Policymaking: To set goals, develop procedures, rules or policies; to set priorities.

3. Managing: To organise, assign duties, allocate resources, or supervise.

4. Taking action: To sell an idea or product; to implement  or produce something.

5. Facilitating action: To instruct or train; to build morale.

6. Solving problems: To define problems and causes; to identify and evaluate proposed solutions; to review and evaluate; to resolve disputes.

Meeting Guidelines

A meeting must have an AGENDA - a list of all topics/subjects to be covered. For each topic, you should pinpoint the  actions/decisions that should result.

Every meeting has 3 phases:
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Have a leader:

•
task responsibilities

•
people-oriented responsibilities

Leader:

•
decide on the function & purpose of a meeting

•
create an agenda (list of topics and the actions and decisions that should result)

•
determine who should attend

•
notify potential attendees

•
lead the meeting session

•
make sure there is a follow-up

Recorder:

•
fill out meeting agenda schedule sheet

•
keep track of decisions made on this sheet, responsibilities assigned, etc.

Participants:

•
read the agenda

•
be prepared to deal with & participate meaningfully in each agenda item

Meeting session:

•
closely follow agenda

•
stay on track

•
start and end on time

Follow-up: written record of meeting outcomes and duties assigned.

If duties/assignments are made during the meeting, then participants must be clearly aware and perform them. Keep track of these on the meeting schedule sheet.

Try “brainstorming” for problem-solving meetings.

The key thing is to make sure you don’t waste large amounts of time by being disorganised before a meeting. Everyone should come prepared and have done their preparation by reading what they need to, etc.

For your weekly meetings with the lecturer you must:

•
send an agenda to the appropriate lecturer  (by email) at least 1 day beforehand

•
come prepared with your notes and things you want to discuss 

•
bring your task allocation and task completion sheets 

•
keep a record of any decisions we make about what tasks to do next,  etc.

I will take this into account when assessing your work and when assigning your individual marks for the course.

A sample template for recording meeting minutes is provided in this handout. Feel free to use this or make up your own. I want to see ALL of your meeting minutes for each piece of work you hand it, to help me judge who has been contributing what to the project.

3.
Group Leadership

Make sure you designate one person in your group to be “leader” for each of the phases: IS Planning, Requirements Analysis, Interface Design, and DB Design/Prototype Development. I want each person to have some experience at being group leader, as it’s a crucial role in any development group. I’m not too worried if you find the task difficult at times - because it often is. Experience has shown that like well-organised groups, development teams with an identifiable leader who keeps track of progress and facilitates task allocation will perform much better than those with poor or no leadership. Beware the headless chicken syndrome...!

The group leader should NOT be an overbearing dictator – your emphasis as leader should be on facilitating, not commanding. The other group members should also help the person acting as leader by not turning up to meetings without having done any preparation and not leaving their work to the last minute.

4.
Allocating Tasks

Each part of your project is comprised of a number of smaller (and larger) tasks, which you will need to allocate among yourselves. Some tasks may require two or more people to work cooperatively, and so you may need to split up into smaller groups to complete them. Some tasks may require other tasks to be completed before them, so you will need to be careful not to have the whole group waiting for one person to complete their work (as it is this person who will usually go skiing for a week and hold everyone up!).

Sample templates for task planning are included at the end of this handout. These include high-level task planning sheets (for you to record who is doing what major tasks), and more detailed task specification sheets to enable you to break a task down into smaller parts. 

5.
Assessing Progress

You need to keep track of your group’s progress for each piece of work you are completing. This progress report should be updated each time you have a meeting. This may involve simply indicating how far along a task is, or that a task has been completed, or may involve reallocating tasks if some group members are over- or under-worked. Please make sure you do this regularly, as it is very important not to fall behind because one person needs extra help while others are not contributing to the project.

I have provided you with sample templates for task monitoring and task completion schedules. You must bring task allocation and task completion sheets to each weekly meeting with a lecturer.  These should clearly show which group members worked on which tasks. 

Each group member will receive the same grade for each piece of group work, unless it is clear a group member has contributed little to the work (in which case that person will get no marks at all for that piece of group work). I will use the task plan and task completion schedules, together with your meeting minutes, task specification, and task monitoring sheets, to help me in assigning your individual marks for the course as a whole. 

6.
When Things Go Wrong...

If your group is not functioning well, you can not expect to make a good job of your project work. YOU are the ones primarily responsible for organising your time and resolving any small problems that may occur during the course of your work. Any major group problems I would like brought to my attention as soon as possible, so we can have the situation resolved.

Please be aware that it takes all types of people to make up the world we live and work in, and when you go out into the “real world” you will often have little choice in the people you work with. Thus it is very worthwhile to start learning to get on with people now, and to learn how to “give and take” in your working relationships.

You may be working in a group with friends you have known for a long time or with people you have only met this year. In both situations there may be problems concerned with how people interact, with personality differences, and with how people like to go about tackling a project. Please don’t see this as a conflict situation, where you feel you need to always be the “winner”, and have your views always prevail. The whole idea of working in a group is to reduce the amount of work each person must do to complete the project as a whole, and to achieve more in the time the course takes than you otherwise could by yourself. To do this you must be well organised, must communicate about your work, and must track your progress carefully. Above all, you must learn to work to each group member’s strengths and not waste valuable time arguing or duplicating each other’s efforts.

Please bring any problems to my notice that you are unable to resolve yourselves. I will not take this to mean you can not work effectively as a group, and that you all must lose marks as a result (unless your continuing behaviour makes this clear!). I much prefer to resolve any problems amicably through open discussion, and to facilitate your group learning experiences. Please remember I act as overall “group leader” for all of your projects, and greatly appreciate all the help you can give me in managing this very difficult job!

COMP315 INFORMATION SYSTEMS PROJECT

MEETING SCHEDULE

Meeting about:
                             

Date:
              

Time:
              

Venue:
                             

Chairperson: 
                      

Members:
                      

                      


                      

                      

Recorder:
             
Agenda:

	#
	Type
	Detail
	Raised by
	Status

	
	
	
	
	


Minutes/follow-up:

	#
	Decision/Notes/Task
	Action by
	Date due
	Status

	
	
	
	
	


COMP315 INFORMATION SYSTEMS PROJECT

TASK PLAN

Group:
                                  
Approved:
                   

Date: 
               

Deliverable:
                           

Plan of tasks assigned

For the following task plan, indicate the actual difficulty (estimated) on the following scale:


5
4
3
2
1


Very complex/
Complex/
Moderate
Easy/
Very easy/


difficult/long
difficult/long
effort
short
short
	Group member
	Tasks performed
	Complexity/

difficulty
	Date completed

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Additional information noted on back:

COMP314 INFORMATION SYSTEMS PROJECT

TASK MONITORING SHEET
Task schedule:

	Task
	Who
	Scheduled date
	Actual Date
	Analysis
	Action

	
	
	
	
	
	


Additional comments:

COMP315 INFORMATION SYSTEMS PROJECT

TASK COMPLETION REPORT

Group:
                                  
Sighted:
                   

Date: 
               

Schedule of completed tasks

For the following task schedule, indicate the actual difficulty (estimated) on the following scale:


5
4
3
2
1


Very complex/
Complex/
Moderate
Easy/
Very easy/


difficult/long
difficult/long
effort
short
short
	Group member
	Tasks performed
	Complexity/

difficulty
	Date completed

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Additional information noted on back:
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