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Developing the Systems Project Course 

ABSTRACT: The 1986 and 1990 DPMA model curricula both include a Systems Project 
course (CIS/86-8 and IS-8). This course places emphasis on systems theory and user require
ment-based problem solving. This paper describes the development of the Systems Project 
course. Initially, it addresses the definition of the course, including the selection of projects, 
the creation of teams, development and tracking of a project plan, the analysiS and design of 
the system, and the completion of the project. It then discusses the software tools needed 
and the major problems that are encountered in teaching the Systems Project course. If 
developed and taught well, the Systems.Projects course may very well be the most important 
class any information systems student could take. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The 1986 DPMA model curriculum [l] 

identifies the Systems Development Project 
(CIS/86-8) as a capstone course in the IS 
curriculum. In this course, emphasis is 
placed on the development of a computer 
application using the life cycle approach. 
Ideally, the class forms into project teams to 
analyze a system and develop the design for 
a replacement automated system. The new 
system is to be implemented to the extent 
possible. The 1990 DPMA model curricu
lum provides for a similar course, Systems 
Project (IS-8), and places an emphasis on 
systems theory and user requirement-based 
problem solving [2[. The ACM model cur
riculum also recognizes the importance of a 
capstone course by including ISlO, 
Information Systems Project [31, in its 
model curriculum. 

The Systems Project course can be one of 
the best learning tools available to an 
Information Systems (IS) major, if it is 
structured appropriately. Specifically, it 
provides students with a real-world situa
tion and allows them to analyze and develop 
an automated solution to a business need. 
Students interact with business users, many 
of whom have little or no computer literacy. 
They are taken from the controlled environ
ment of the classroom and put in the every 
day environment of the user, including tele-

phones, questions, and other distractions. 
There is no book solution to the analysis or 
design undertaken by each team. The 
Systems Project course can also address one 
of the competencies employers say is 
essential for an IS professional - oral and 
written communications (4, 5, 6]. 

This course can also be one of the most 
difficult to teach for the very same reasons 
that it is a good learning tool. Real users are 
unpredictable. Interaction skills in a "work" 
environment are new to most students. The 
environment is uncontrolled, causing great 
stress on students and, many times, the 
instructor. There is a short time span for the 
project, usually one semester. Finally, there 
is no single answer to the analysis and 
design problem. Developing and leading the 
Systems Project course is a difficult and 
time-consuming task for the instructor. 

DEFINING THE SYSTEMS 
PROJECT COURSE 

The Systems Project course is a capstone 
course meant to integrate all the course 
work taken by an IS major and to give 
graduating seniors an introduction to a real 
systems analysis and design project. It is 
usually designed as a one semester course 
(as outlined in the DPMA and ACM cur
ricula), which provides severe time con
straints on the project (like most projects). 
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If the school has a core curriculum with 
writing or speaking components, one or 
both of the components might be included. 

It is important that the entire system 
development life cycle (or as much as 
possible) be included in the course. To 
accomplish this, the course should be 
developed so students will: 

I. Develop a Project Proposal (or use a 
Project Proposal developed by the users 
or system owner) 

2. Divide up into teams 
3. Develop a project plan for the project 
4. Analyze the current system 
5. Develop a design of the new system 
6. Complete the project or develop a pro

totype and demonstrate it to the user. 

Each of these areas will be discussed in 
more detail in the following paragraphs. 
Develop A Project Proposal 

The best learning environment for this 
course is a project with real users, outside 
the classroom environment. One approach 
to identifying projects is for the instructor to 
seek appropriate projects from companies 
that wish to participate and have the users 
or system owner develop the Project 
Proposal. Instructors can identify potential 
companies through IS or business Advisory 
Cc.mncils, industry contacts, or by sending 
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