
ANYBODY WORKING IN THE IT INDUSTRY IS FAMILIAR WITH SOME VARIATION

of the Hoary adage:
“You can have it fast, good, or cheap—pick two,” and there may be no

greater truism in IT. Hardware roll-outs are tough enough, but software
projects are in a class by themselves when it comes to proving the adage.

If you participate in such projects, then you know that they are a
stressful ordeal for nearly all involved. If you are “lucky” enough to be
in a lead or senior position and are responsible for shepherding the
project as well, then you probably need all the help you can get. One
excellent source of such help I’ve found is the book “Corporate
Software Project Management,” by Guy Lecky-Thompson.

So, let’s delve into the book and see what it has to offer.

AUTHOR AND AUDIENCE

The author, Guy Lecky-Thompson, comes from the gaming world.
While at first that may seem an irrelevant sector in which to gain
expertise on the mundane sort of projects found in corporate IT, it is in
fact an ideal perspective. Game programming and releases are aston-
ishingly complex, high-stakes events. The cost of developing high-pro-
file games stretches well into the millions, and the rabid consumer
base of gamers means meeting deadlines is imperative. As I see it, Mr.
Lecky-Thompson offers a unique perspective in addressing the task of
software project management.

He is also a decent writer, backed by good editors. The book is con-
cise, clearly written (albeit with the occasional lapse into oblique lan-
guage), and free of typos and errors.

That last fact alone is refreshing, as in my experience computing
books are often riddled with mistakes. At the very least such flaws
diminish confidence in the accuracy of the information, at worst they
can prove catastrophic if the typo occurs in the middle of a piece of
code or a critical step in an operation.

The book is an overview that walks you through the ingredients of
a successful software project and focuses on conceptual steps and pro-
cedures rather than dense technical details. Most experienced admins
I know prefer such an approach because of course no book can directly
address every environment or situation. I appreciate the skill the author
shows in covering concepts, methods, and ideas that can be applied
globally rather than a laundry-list of inflexible tasks irrelevant to my
(or your) environment or organization.

That isn’t to say that the book fails to provide practical how-to
steps to take in managing a project; it does. But its real focus is on
maintaining perspective, encouraging team cohesion, and keeping the
project on track.

It’s also a useful read for users with a wide-range of project man-
agement skills, from beginner to experienced manager. However, if
you are already expert at Project Management, then much of the mate-
rial may be old-hat.

So often though, IT staff become project managers as a result of a
“battlefield promotion,” and this book will be especially helpful for
those thrust into such circumstances because it cuts straight to the
chase of the task at hand—covering just enough and not a bit more. It
is also a reasonably digestible read at 370 pages, thus avoiding the
“quantity over quality” monstrosity that so many IT books suffer from.

ORGANIZATION AND FORMAT

Corporate Software Project Management is organized into three
parts and an appendix.

Part One is called “The Product Development Mix.” I don’t find that
title gives a very clear view of what is covered; essentially it is the sec-
tion that outlines the preliminary organizational groundwork necessary
to achieve a successful project.

The section (indeed, the book) begins with an auspicious lead: the
keystone to any successful project is communication. While it may
seem an obvious concept, it’s difficult to implement, and the author
does a good job of listing strategies to make communication via what
he terms a “Liaison Center.”

Such a center may be comprised of multiple staff members dedicat-
ing a portion of their time to the project, or a full-time person assigned
to the managing center. Interestingly, he sees the position as largely
non-technical, and I agree that such a role is probably better played by
a good communicator. The author observes that it may be best to train
a non-technical person to a basic understanding of the technical
aspects of the project as opposed to attempting to make an ace coder a
good communicator. In practice, the position is really of a clerical
nature and many coders would eschew the task anyway.

The “Center” needs to be able to bridge the divide between end-
users and programmers. It should be a hub for all involved parties,
whether external or internal clients or development team members,
to communicate on equal terms without discriminating or devaluing
any input.

While such a goal may seem a bit of a pipe dream, it is nonetheless
a noble aim. The author correctly notes that communication is often
the first thing to go in small/medium businesses because they are short
of resources to dedicate to such an effort. The author’s argument: don’t
skimp, it’ll cost you in the end. And anybody who’s ever participated
in such a project knows that’s exactly right.
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The author goes on to advocate rigidly defining tasks, roles,
processes and standards. According to the author, the communication
process entails more than just the critical element of everybody talking
to one another; it requires committing to solid documentation. For
example, write your documentation thoroughly enough that a third
party could take-over the project at any time. While such procedures
may not bode well for job-security (instant outsourcing, anyone?),
they are certainly a solid objective for which to strive.

Part Two is concerned with the nitty-gritty of project management
steps and procedures “on the ground” while the software is under
development. This section deals with defining the project and unam-
biguously specifying requirements, functions, language choice, code
reuse, prototyping, and finally, delivery.

The book concentrates on the Object Oriented Paradigm (OOP) and
the latter part of section two does a great job of covering the practical-
ities and rewards of OOP, reusing code, and creating efficient archives
of previous code. Be warned though that you may be somewhat disap-
pointed with the book if you are not on the OOP bandwagon. Still,
even the functional/relational paradigm gang will still have plenty to
gain from the other concepts in the book. Just beware that the book is
primarily OOP-oriented.

I was a little bemused to see a fair amount of text espousing the ben-
efits of open-source. I think everybody these days is amply aware of
open-source and I don’t see the need to discuss the topic at length.
However, the incisive outline of open-source license strategies for
sharing code is certainly useful if that is your intent.

Similarly, there is a lengthy primer on the differences between
machine, assembly, and compiled languages that struck me as unnec-
essary. Yet I suppose that many young coders have little familiarity
with non-compiled language, and some readers may find it useful. I
didn’t and I doubt most NaSPA readers will either.

Chapter 13 covers prototyping and I found it a comprehensive dis-
cussion of this vital and often misunderstood step towards success.
The prototype is typically the first time the client sees the software as
more than a paper concept, and the moment is a critical first impres-
sion for them. Choosing the right prototyping approach is vital, and the
author does a fine job of covering the advantages and disadvantages of
the various approaches.

Part Three concentrates on quality control principles. The author
states in this section that quality can ultimately only be measured by end-
user satisfaction. Even if you subscribe to the much-vaunted bench-
marks of ISO 9000 or Total Quality Management (TQM)—they only
indicate that your processes are oriented towards quality, but in no way
mean that your product itself is of quality. That’s a surprisingly radical
statement, in a way. Yet he’s right, of course. The section outlines prac-
tical ways to achieve end-user satisfaction. And if you’ve followed the
approach in the book to this point, you will likely reach that end.

The chapters in section three cover testing procedures in deep detail,
and then expand into the customer feedback loop necessary to make
those testing procedures valid and useful in addressing deficiencies and
failures. Chapter 16 outlines methods to inculcate a quality-oriented cul-
ture in your team, and demonstrating that commitment to clients. Ideally,
such a process starts with the client understanding that there will be
scope creep, compromises, and difficulties. Despite these setbacks, if
you’ve done your job then the client is really a partner at this point, and
as partners you can cope with these challenges and move ahead.

Chapter 19 – the final chapter in the book—is an inspiring coda
that even if a product is off schedule or failing, based on the inclusive

and cooperative nature of the process outlined in the book, any rea-
sonable customer will remain satisfied with the development team
despite the difficulties.

In addition, there is a brief but thoughtful appendix in which the
author discusses some of the ways the lessons from the book can be
applied to organizations of all sizes, big or small, and even the rough-
and-tumble world of start-ups.

Finally, a slightly underwhelming CD accompanies the book. It
does have some very handy templates in RTF format for creating
skeleton guides for starting new projects. Of less value is the some-
what outdated software on the CD. A demo of MindJet’s excellent
MindManager software is included, and if you are not familiar, it is a
convenient way to explore its capabilities even though not the latest
version. In addition, the open-source Subversion revision control app,
OpenWorkbench (a terrific alternative to MS Project), and WinCVS
version control are on the disk, as well as a demo of the powerful RSM
code analysis tool.

In practice you’re better off simply downloading these tools from
elsewhere for the latest versions. See the links in the sidebar; all except
MindManager are available in free versions.

CONCLUSION

Our goal with this occasional book review series is to help you sep-
arate the wheat from the chaff in the daunting world of technical books.
Many are so expensive and thick that a poor quality book is not just a
sizable waste of time, it is also a sizable waste of money. Fortunately,
“Corporate Software Project Management” suffers no such failing. If
the book has any flaws, it may be that it suffers a bit from minor repet-
itiveness, but one gets the impression that the author genuinely desires
to help the reader succeed, and that is a generous gift.  

NaSPA member Jim Justen is the NaSPA VP of Shareware. He worked in broadcast engineering in

the early ’80s, and as the “electronics guy,” was assigned to support early PCs, networks and

embedded systems.
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URLS]

MindMapper (demo only) www.mindjet.com
RSM (offer feature-limited free version)

www.msquaredtechnologies.com
Subversion (free) subversion.tigris.org
WinCVS (free) www.wincvs.org
OpenWorkbench (free) www.openworkbench.com


