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Introduction

I worked for a sub-contractor, James Murray (mailto:James.Murray@kcie.com), whose parent company is TekSystems Corporation, (www.teksystems.com), on a web application for Outlook Graphics Corporation.  It was an off-site project, so I worked on at home for the most part, and met with James at his home for weekly updates and training.  The whole concept of working from home was new to me and turned out to be a learning experience in itself, but more about that later.  This paper will begin with a re-cap of the original project proposal that was made to Outlook Group.  Then I will discuss briefly the deviations from that original proposal, and analyze some of the possible causes for the project going out of scope and not ending on time.  I will summarize what I accomplished by breaking it into four categories:  

	· Learning The Architecture View State Model

· C# and XML Code

· SQL Database Procedures and Tables

· Researching 3rd Party Controls


Next I will recount a brief history of the work I did on this project in chronological order, and the challenges I encountered.  Originally, my intent was to keep a journal of all the work I did, (to make it easier to write this paper).  I decided early on that the best way to do this was to track what I did in a Microsoft Project Plan.  I put down my start and stop times for each task that I worked on, and in the notes section, I recorded the actual documents I created, any problems that I had, and what I did to solve them.  

Finally, I will end with what I’ve learned about the consulting field, and myself, by doing this internship.  In the appendix, I will have the task lists from my personal Microsoft Project Plan.  Rather than clutter up the paper with copy-pasted information from other documents like the original Project Plan, the visual studio source code that I created, the project files, the SQL server files that I created, the FTP Web files from Showcase, and the use-case document originally sent by outlook group, all of the actual files related to the project, will be zipped up and included with the paper in D2L.

Post-Mortem Analysis of the Showcase Application


The application was originally described in the Showcase Storefront Flow Detail2.doc Word document that James and I used to create the original Microsoft Project Plan (Rough Draft) – both of which can be found in the zipped files included with this report.  The finished application was to be a new online store website with a consistent look and feel containing the usual features and functionality such as registration and editing of user accounts, and placing, editing, and verifying of orders. In addition the client expected to capture client information, orders and details information, and template information using databases.

Summary of My Accomplishments

I accomplished several things during my internship.  The first was learning about the Architecture View State Model.  I also improved my C# coding skills and learned a little about XML.  I had seen it in the Internet programming class, but we didn’t really use it in a practical way.  I finally got to do some real work with SQL Server, and for the first time I did research that wasn’t just for a paper or essay.

Learning The Architecture View State Model


The coolest thing I learned about was the Architecture View State Model.  It seemed really complex at first, and I had to make a ‘cheat sheet’ to remind me of the proper order of creating objects and classes at first, but before long, it became second nature, and it made total sense.  In the past with projects done at school, we always just throw everything into a single project, and everyone in the group works on their little part, and then when the end comes, it is a real mess to merge it all together because each person coded their part differently, and usually some core part of another persons code wound up getting changed.  With the new system (new to me that is, it’s actually been around for a while), the project is divided up into different layers of object classes that interact with each other in standardized ways.  On top, there is a WWW class, which handles the interaction with the World Wide Web.  Basically it is the GUI interface and it can be modified and updated by the graphics department, or the marketing department, or whomever is responsible for that section, without them worrying about the next class that it talks to (the Controller class) as long as they follow the rules for talking to the Controller.  The Controller does just what it sounds like.  Any code for the WWW (if-then statements, decision logic, etc.), goes into the Controller class.  It links to the Façade, which is the presentation layer.  The Façade is the only truly clean layer, and it goes between the Controller and the Business Object class in our application.  Since our application is rather small, it mostly just passes variables straight through.  If we had designed a Windows application, it would allow users on the internal network to access the business objects in this application using the same Façade class. The Business Object class does pretty much what it sounds like.  It reflects the business rules that are being followed in the application.  It in turn links the other classes above it to the DAO (Data Access Object) class, which is the only class allowed to talk to the Database.  Each class is dedicated to just its own internal workings, and is organized similar to the way a large company is organized into departments.  This allows each team to work on their own portion without affecting others.  This architecture is flexible and reflects the business using it. There can be as many or as few layers as needed.  In fact, we left the Proxy and Web Service standard layers out of our project because it would have added needless complexity.  (We may be adding them back in for phase two).  In addition to the flexibility to change the WWW class, without affecting any other class, there is an advantage of the inherent security of all these levels.  It keeps people on the web from ever getting to the internal workings of the application.  Any hacker would have to get through 5 levels of code before they could think about attacking the data stored in the database.
 

C# and XML Code


There’s not much to say about the C# and XML code that I learned.  The main thing about C# is that I learned how important commenting can be.  At first, I didn’t comment much at all, but I quickly learned that James required it, and in a specific format as well, so he could more easily read my code.  I also grew to appreciate it because his style and mine are so different, that without his comments I would have had a harder time following the examples he gave me.

Another important thing I learned was that in the real world, drag-and-drop is not considered a good way to do code.  Visual Studio is a powerful tool for fast development, but according to James, using the drag and drop components for production is not the wisest course.  When you code something yourself, either from scratch or from a library of code snippets and examples, you get exactly what you want.  If you drag and drop in ready-made components, you get a lot of extra overhead and features that you may never use.  You can also end up with everyone getting the same name for components, which can be confusing.  Personally, I think it is just plain lazy.  It is fine for your own web site or something non-critical that you want to whip up, but if you’re building an application for pay, you should build it correctly from the ground up.  What if in 3 years the flavor-of-the-month control you used isn’t supported in Visual Studio 9?  Someone will have to re-design that whole part of the application.

For XML, I learned quite a bit about how powerful it can be when combined with web services, but because I didn’t have the correct domain access from home I didn’t get much practical use out of it.  I will be using it in the next portion of the project thought, so it is good that I spent the time on it.

Creating SQL Database Procedures and Tables


All the SQL work I did in school seemed kind of fabricated, but with this project, it was real data that real people are going to use.  In school, I usually created tables using the wizards and drag-and-drop controls.  For this application, I used the SQL Query Analyzer to write text-based scripts that created and modified tables and procedures, and then executed them.  I liked this better, because you could simulate the scripts first and make sure that they worked.  Also, you can save the text files and they give you a way to copy-paste and create similar scripts the next time.  I am getting quite a library of them built up.


The main reason we did it this way is that I could create new stuff at home, and then when I met with James to re-synch the project, we didn’t have to try and ‘remember’ what I created.  We just cut and pasted my .sql files into his copy of SQL and ran them.  Poof!  Instant table or procedure, or even data!  On the rare occasion that I made a mistake, it was just as easy to do the same thing to modify the tables or procedures.
Researching 3rd Party Controls


One of the things James had me work on was researching 3rd party controls for the PDF file creation.  I learned that there’s more to it than just using Google.  I had to download and try some of them to see how if they would work with our application.  Also I had to filter out any that would cost too much, so I had to read through their websites and documentation looking for any hidden licensing fees or costs.  It was similar to doing a feasibility study, but with a tighter time constraint.

Tasks Completed / Problems Encountered

The first task that I completed was the Pricing Calculator Web Page.  The first problem that I encountered was taking the data from a web page and importing into SQL.  I wound up copying it into excel, and massaging the data into a more appropriate format.  Then I imported the excel spreadsheet into an SQL table that I created with a script file.  I also had some problems with the GUI part of the page.  For instance I was sending a number (double) but the ASP control sent a text value.  I fixed that eventually, and then I found out that the text boxes automatically round off the zeros (for instance $650.00 displays as $650).  I called James and he said that it was not a problem at this point, and to send an email so he ask the customer if they care, and move on.

The next task that worked on was the Popup Feature.  It was a simple little script to make a popup window for the website’s help feature.  It could have been done in JavaScript, but we thought it would be better to put the help information in a database table, and then fill a generic popup control with the data.  That way if the site changed, the help info can change with it on the fly.  The problem that came up, was that at the same time we started working on it the customer decided to send us the FTP link with their already created popup windows.  I had to stop work on this feature while James and they decided which direction to go.

The Shopping Cart Web Page was the next task I worked on.  Right away I had some questions because the word document with their original specs didn’t match the new FTP info they sent us.  James answered some of the questions (a perk of being the project manager in this type of project is that you can make some on-the-spot decisions based on the sole fact that you’re the expert in charge), and referred the rest to Outlook.  Once the design questions were answered, it flowed pretty smoothly.  The only further challenges involved using the Visual Studio GUI.  I was starting to hate the GUI design feature of VS until James pointed out that part of my problem is that I only have 768 Meg of RAM, and I keep working on both VS and SQL Server at the same, which both prefer a 1 Gig each of RAM to run really smooth.  Also one of the answers from Outlook to my question involved a design change that involved me changing code in every class between the WWW and DAO.  The one disadvantage of the multi-tier architecture is that if you don’t plan things right from the get-go, a change at the bottom level could ripple through the entire structure like an earthquake.  

The last programming task was the Shipping Page.  This was the most complicated part for me because the whole purpose of the web site is to sell and ship postcards, so it’s like everything else in the site connects to the shipping page in some way.  My first challenge on this was another fight with Visual Studio’s GUI tools.  Part of the problem is that I had AutoFill turned on in my Google Toolbar, and didn’t realize it.

Another challenge was that the Orders table had been created using Tr and Fa as values for True/False instead of the Boolean values 0 and 1 like was using in my code.  This was another instance where properly commenting code, and proper design from the beginning would have saved time and effort later.  I also had to change some other tables and procedures in SQL for the similar reasons.

What I’ve learned in this Internship

This internship has taught me something about the consulting field, and little about myself as well.  I’ve learned about new technologies, and learned new things about old ones.  Most of all, I’ve learned that I didn’t waste the last 5 years of my life going to school, because I am going to enjoy starting a new career in the computer industry when I graduate next semester.
What I’ve learned about the consulting field is that it is not for the feint of heart.  When a company hires you to do a project they expect you to be the expert.  You can ask questions to clarify their expectations, but you should not be asking them how to do a particular task.  I’ve also learned that clients like to surprise you by changing their expectations after the project is started.  I am not sure if they are really trying to get away with something, or if they just didn’t realize what they wanted until they saw it.  I suppose it’s mostly the latter.  It is very important to get everything in writing in the contract before you start, so everyone is on the same page, and if there are changes they can be negotiated.
What I learned about myself is that I am NOT a work-at-home kind of person.  At first I was at James’ house every day for the first week or so of training.  Then when I tried to work from home, without any structure I found too many distractions.  I also happened to get really sick with the flu, but that’s not really a good excuse.  Finally, I had to call James and insist that we meet at least every other day rather than once a week, whether there was anything to discuss or not.  That got me back on track because I don’t like showing up with nothing done.  

It’s not that I’m just lazy; it’s that I procrastinate.  Knowing this, I will have to be careful when I go to get my next job.  I think I will be okay in the consulting field, as long as I take positions where there is a definite place to go each day.  An office, or cubicle, or desk or something where I am expected to be to get the work done will give me enough structure to keep my attention focused.  It also takes the distractions of home and pushes out of reach.  
I learned some new things about the Microsoft .NET Framework, and about Web Services, that I will take with me into the next phase of this project.  I also learned the importance of properly commenting code created in the real world.  

The most important thing I learned is that I am going to like working in the computer industry, which after five years of school, I wasn’t sure of anymore.  This internship was a good idea, and I’m glad I took advantage of the opportunity.  
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Appendix:  Personal Microsoft Project Plan
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Task Name

Duration

Start

Finish

Predecessors

Resource Names

1

Pricing Calculator Web Page

8 days?

Fri 9/1/06

Sun 9/10/06

Daniel

2

Convert FTP web page to .NET page

1 day?

Fri 9/1/06

Fri 9/1/06

Daniel

3

Create Database Table for Pricing Info

1 day?

Fri 9/1/06

Fri 9/1/06

Daniel

4

Create Classes for Pricing Calculator Web Page

2.5 hrs

Mon 9/4/06

Mon 9/4/06

Daniel

5

Make Pricing Calculator Work

1 day?

Sat 9/9/06

Sat 9/9/06

Daniel

6

Make Shipping Validation Code

1 day

Sun 9/10/06

Sun 9/10/06

Daniel

7

8

Pricing Web Page

2.5 hrs

Mon 10/2/06

Mon 10/2/06

Daniel

9

10

11

PopUp Feature

0.06 days

Fri 10/6/06

Fri 10/6/06

Daniel

12

Create PopUpWindow Table

30 mins

Fri 10/6/06

Fri 10/6/06

Daniel

13

Create PopUp Stored Procedure

10 mins

Fri 10/6/06

Fri 10/6/06

Daniel

14

Create PopUp Web Page

20 mins

Fri 10/6/06

Fri 10/6/06

Daniel

15

Modify PopUp Table & Stored Procedure

15 mins

Fri 10/6/06

Fri 10/6/06

Daniel

16

Create HelpPopup and Rebuild Objects

15 mins

Fri 10/6/06

Fri 10/6/06

Daniel

17

Create HelpPopup Control -Training

0 mins

Fri 10/6/06

Fri 10/6/06

Daniel

18

Test HelpPopup Control - Training

0 days

Fri 10/6/06

Fri 10/6/06

Daniel

19

Rebuild Solution - Resync

0 days

Fri 10/6/06

Fri 10/6/06

Daniel

20

21

Research:  How to Edit PDF Over Web

2 hrs

Sat 10/7/06

Sat 10/7/06

Daniel

22

23

Shopping Cart Web Page

2.53 days

Mon 10/9/06

Wed 10/11/06

Daniel

24

Create ShoppingCart Folder ShoppingCart.aspx 

5 mins

Mon 10/9/06

Mon 10/9/06

Daniel

25

Create Table1

5 mins

Mon 10/9/06

Mon 10/9/06

Daniel

26

Create Gridview

5 mins

Mon 10/9/06

Mon 10/9/06

Daniel

27

Create Remove Selected Button

10 mins

Mon 10/9/06

Mon 10/9/06

Daniel

28

Create Update Cart Button

5 mins

Mon 10/9/06

Mon 10/9/06

Daniel
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