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Canadian Software Design Challenge Student Guide
This guide is a walk through of the Canadian Software Design Challenge that includes information on what it is, why students should compete and how the competition works from start to finish.

What is the Software Design Challenge?

Competition

The Software Design Challenge (SDC) is open to teams of up to 4 students (aged 16 or older). The SDC challenges students to design a software application that addresses the theme of this year’s Imagine Cup—“Imagine a world where technology enables people to live healthier lives.”
Theme

You may be thinking, “what does the theme ‘Imagine a world were technology enables people to leave healthier lives’ really mean?”  The following list should give you an idea of what you might consider when developing the concept of your application;
· Improving efficiency of medical caregivers
· Improving people’s mental health

· Improving people’s social health

· Helping people with their personal fitness

· Helping people improve their nutrition

· Helping people improve their work/Life balance (occupational health)
This list is by no means exhaustive or definitive but intended to serve as a guideline for your team’s brainstorming.
History

Started in 2003 as the premier competition for technology students, the Imagine Cup has grown to include thousands of students from colleges and universities from more than 90 nations.  Imagine Cup offers students an opportunity to look beyond their campus, to meet, interact with and learn from students all over the world.  This year’s competition will culminate in an exciting trip to India were students will meet with fellow winners and battle it out for cash prizes.

Why should you compete?

There are a number of reasons to compete in the Software Design Challenge—not the least of which are fame, fortune and bragging rights.  Consider the following reasons as well;
Build your software skills

The Software Design Challenge is a great opportunity to learn and build skills on the Microsoft platform and world-class software development tools.  The SDC is a great opportunity for students to take a real-world problem and apply their knowledge of Computer Science (CS), software development and creativity to develop an innovative solution using the .NET Framework.
Even students who have skills developing for the Microsoft platform [and with Microsoft Developer tools] will have opportunities to learn something new with the launch of Visual Studio 2005 and version 2.0 of the .NET Framework. Building these skills will be a great asset as you progress through your CS studies and into industry.

Help your CV and career

With a bundle of new skills in developing innovative applications on the .NET Framework you already are much more marketable in the job market. In addition to the technology skills, you’ll have the opportunity to build your writing/documentation skills, presentation skills, problem solving, creative thinking and working as a member of a team. The SDC will provide an experience that will give you great interview fodder! 
If you don’t believe us, all you have to look at is how previous competitors.  Many previous Imagine Cup competitors have all ended up working for successful companies like Microsoft, IBM and Rare.  And the first winner of the Imagine Cup went on to commercialize his application with funding from Warren Buffett! 
Life-changing experience

While the road to worldwide Imagine Cup finals is intense and requires a non-trivial time investment, Microsoft ensures that there is a great payoff for students. The top 3 teams will be flown to Toronto and have the opportunity to present it to industry judges.  There will be cash and other prizes but there will also be opportunities for fun and connecting with your peers.
How to compete in the SDC?
Conceiving your Application
One of the keys to a great SDC entry is to that your team’s application offers a solid and well thought out solution to the Imagine Cup theme. Remember, this year’s theme is ‘imagine a world were technology enables us to lead healthier lives’. This theme challenges competitors to conceive a solution to a health-based problem faced by people in their daily lives.  Consider for a moment the standard definitions of “health” and “well-being”;

“health - the condition of being sound in body, mind, or spirit;”

“well-being - the state of being happy, healthy, or prosperous”
Given these generally accepted definitions, your team should think about how technology can positively affect daily life, positively change lives or even save lives. We wouldn’t want to provide a list of specific problems as the best entries are those that are born of the boundless creativity of students. If you struggle to think of an idea we suggest that you speak to real-world ‘customers’.  Ask them how THEY think technology could enable them to lead healthier lives.  After all, for your application to truly be successful, it needs to address a real need for REAL PEOPLE. You may even end up with a great story or testimonial for your presentation.

Forming a Team 

A solid SDC team isn’t necessarily 4 great coders who can generate thousands of lines of C# code. A great SDC team has a balance of passion, determination, technical ability and great presentation skills. To go far in the SDC, consider how you will put together a team that brings together the best balance of these skills.  Your team should be comprised of team members who can;

· Scope, architect and model the application design

· Implement, test and deploy solid, efficient code 
· Deliver a polished, compelling presentation

· Create compelling visual aids 

Developing Your Entry
There is no right or wrong way to approach the process of making an application a reality. While every team will have a different approach, we would like to offer the following 10 tips on developing your entry;
1. Develop a Value Proposition. When considering an idea, ask yourselves what is the Value Proposition of the application.  That is, what is about this application that makes it so much better than competing offerings (or substitutes) that people will use your application rather than the next best alternative? This should be the focal point of your entry.

2. Solve a REAL problem. Find a real-world problem and, if possible, find real users who would benefit from a technological solution.  Having testimonials is great validation for the usefulness of your application. 

3. Have a plan. Assign roles and responsibilities on your team, create a project plan and stick to it. Having a formal (or semiformal) plan to stick to, sets expectations for each team member and provides a roadmap for where the project is going overall.

4. Seek out an academic mentor. Look for a faculty member or industry representative at your school who is willing to advise and support your entry.  He/she has years of experience in CS research, software development and/or teaching and can help apply his/her knowledge to your entry and help you stay on track.

5. Have great development tools. Get the best software for the competition. Use the resources that your department has through MSDNAA or download one of the Visual Studio Express Edition products. See below.

6. Have solid documentation.  Consider setting up a team website, blog or Wiki to track all your work. It’s a great way to chronicle the journey and makes it easier to understand why you made particular design decisions if asked by a judge. 
7. Be agile. Agile development is the name of the game. Don’t over-engineer the solution—iterate and improve. Back-up everything and at regular intervals.
8. Have good visual aids. Good visual aids and a solid presentation can put your entry over the top.  Use visual aids to your advantage and integrate them into your presentation well. Visually highlighting key areas that your entry addresses will help the judges better understand the value of your application.

9. Anticipate tough questions.  As you make design decisions and tradeoffs, prepare answers that explain the challenge, what you felt the options were and why made the decision that you made. Coming up with good answers to questions like “why was component X developed a certain way?” as you progress will help you make better decisions and the team will look confident and competent if judges ask related questions.

10. Think about the future! If you were to win the US finals what you do to give the US the best chance to win the Imagine Cup in Delhi?!

Presentation Your Entry

If your team is one of the 3 finalists chosen to come to Toronto, you will prepare a 20 minute presentation as well as materials for a science fair-style poster session. Each team will present their in front of other Imagine Cup entrants, academics, judges and Microsoft employees.  Here are 5 tips for delivering a great presentation;
1. Be visual.  Have a visually compelling presentation and don’t make your presentation too “text-heavy”.  Too much text makes the presentation difficult for judges to follow.
2. Put forth your best presentation. While your entire team has contributed to the application, give thought to the best way to structure your presentation.  Rather than having each team member present it may be best to select members to speak while others coordinate the application demonstration.  
3. Get organized.  Organize your presentation, stay on track and be careful of timing. Be sure to allow time for any needed demonstration preparation and time for judges to ask questions.
4. Tell your story. Structure your presentation to flow like a story – a beginning, middle and an end.  Be sure that you help the judges “connect the dots” and fully understand the value of your entry.
5. Practice, practice, practice. The more time you invest in preparation, the more competent and confident to judges.
The judges will use the following criteria to assess each entry;

	15% Problem Definition
	How clearly does the entry define and meet its intended purpose?

	60% Design
	Equal consideration will be given to: 

1.  Innovation—application approaches a new problem, or looks at an old problem in a new way. 

2. Impactfulness—application can either impact a large number of people, or impact a smaller number of people very deeply. 

3. Effectiveness—to what degree the application actually solves the problem in question.

	15% Development
	Is the system architecture implemented elegantly, breaking the problem down into logical chunks and modules?

	10% Presentation
	Does the presentation provide adequate background and context to the project; explaining why the problem is socially interesting, highlighting how the system works including an insightful demonstration? Teams will also be evaluated on their ability to take questions from the judging panel.


The Canadian Software Design Challenge champions will have approximately 3 months to prepare to represent the US in the worldwide finals in Dehli, India August 6-12, 2006. The Canadian Microsoft team will support the champion by providing additional training (if needed) and advice of industry experts from Microsoft and Microsoft partners.  We’ll help you prepare for competition on the world stage!
Entry Submission Information
	February 1, 2006
	Submission period opens. Register your team as soon as possible and start preparing your executive summary.

	April 7, 2006
	Executive Summaries Due. Make sure you’ve registered and mailed your executive summary to ICcan@microsoft.com by April 7, 2006.

	April 14 – 21, 2006
	Canadian final round qualifying submissions due.Design specifications & prototype of the project will be required. A panel will review all submissions.

	April 28, 2006
	Canadian Finalists Announced!

	May 4 – 6, 2006
	Canadian Software Design Challenge Final Round. Each of the three teams qualifying for the Canadian final round will prepare a 20 minute presentation as well as materials for a science fair-style poster session.

	August 6-12, 2006
	Worldwide Final in Delhi, India.  The overall event will be an action-packed agenda of activities, presentations and competitions with students from all around the world meeting for the first time and competing to take home their respective titles in each of the competitions.
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