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A Primer on Project Management Software
Figure 9.8 (below) shows a generic Gantt chart. The standard Gantt columns from left to right are: 
· Indicators (used to show special information about the tasks)

· Task Name

· Duration

· Start date

· Finish date

· Predecessors (tasks that must finish before the current task begins)

· Resource Names (includes staff and material resources)

Each row contains an objective or task/method that must be completed to finish the project. As you enter the information in each row, you can indent the tasks under each objective. Indenting the tasks creates a nesting (subordinate) relationship between each objective and its tasks. Nesting sets the project management program up to calculate the amount of time that each objective will take by calculating the total length of time needed for the nested tasks associated with it. In MS Project™, you can use the green arrows at the top left corner of the screen to nest your tasks. 

Figure 9.8 Generic Gantt Chart
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Once you have entered the task name and indented it under the objective by using the nesting feature, you will want to estimate the time needed to complete the task. Notice that tasks 1A-1D are all nested under Objective 1. In the same way, tasks 2A-2D are all nested under Objective 2. However, relationships between tasks can span across objectives. For example, in Figure 9.8 (above), Task 1A has to be completed before Task 2B can begin. 
Remind your students to make realistic estimates and build in a bit of a cushion as they estimate the time needed for each of your tasks. The more you work on projects, the better you become at estimating the time it takes to complete tasks. But be careful not to overestimate—the sponsors are often familiar with time lines from similar projects, and they may catch you if you flagrantly overestimate your time. 

As you enter several tasks, notice that the total time needed for your objective will continue to increase. After you enter the task name and duration, you need to add the predecessors. The predecessors feature allows you to relate the tasks to each other by indicating which tasks must be completed before others begin and which tasks must begin and/or end together. Figure 9.9 shows an example of the predecessors dialog box. Notice that each task can have multiple predecessors. For example, the highlighted task, Task 2D is set to finish at the same time as Task 2B, and to finish after Task 2C has ended. In MS Project™, there are four possible ways for tasks to relate to each other:

· Finish to Start 

· Start to Start

· Start to Finish

· Finish to Finish

In Finish to Start, the predecessor must end before the current task begins. In Start to Start, the tasks must begin together. In Start to Finish, the predecessor must begin before the current task can end. Finally, in Finish to Finish, the tasks must end simultaneously. Notice the predecessor options drop down to allow you to choose the appropriate option. To see the drop down menu for predecessor options, you need to click on the type box after you enter your predecessor number (See Figure 9.9.).

Setting your predecessors is the most important step in your time line. Making sure the relationships between the tasks are correctly set up will not only ensure a more accurate time line, but also a time line that is possible to follow. A knowledge of predecessors is very important if you are using project management software, but it will also help you do more accurate time estimates if your are creating time lines manually. 

Figure 9.9 Predecessors Dialog Box from MS Project™
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Organizing Your Project's Resources

After you have set up your tasks and estimated your time, you will need to assign resources to each task. In MS Project™, you have three standard layouts which will help you list, assign, and track your project resources. The three standard layouts are a resource sheet, a resource graph, and a resource use form. In addition, you need to assign the resources to each task in the Gantt chart layout, using the resource column. To begin entering resources, you will want to start with the resource list view (Figure 9.10).

Figure 9.10 Generic Resource View
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The resource list needs to include both human resources (staff) and material resources (everything else). The columns in the resource list include:

· resource name, material label, and initials to help you identify the resource

· resource type—referring to work (done by people) or material resources

· maximum units, standard rate, and overtime rate to indicate salary levels

· cost per use of materials

· accrual rates and work calendar type

This resource information allows the project management software to track costs per task and costs per objective. Remember that project management software can help you double check your numbers when you get to the budgeting stage of the proposal writing processes. 

You will want to be sure to include fringe benefits for salaries and research the cost for materials so that your numbers are as accurate as possible. Once you have entered the resources in the resource list, you can return to the Gantt chart view and use the automatic pop-up resource list feature to select the appropriate resources for each task. Figure 9.11 shows the automatic pop-up resource list from the Gantt chart view in MS Project™. If you enter a resource not listed on the resource list in your Gantt chart resources column, most project management software will automatically add the new resource to your resource list. 

Figure 9.11  Gantt Chart View with Resource List Pop-up Box
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Notice how the resource names are available in Gantt chart view once resources have been entered in the resource sheet. If you choose to add additional resources by typing in the Gantt chart view instead of picking from the pop-up list, the additional resources will show up in your resource list layout. Organizing your resources with project management software can help you make your time and cost estimates more realistic. 

Organizing Your Project Costs

Organizing your resources and linking resources to your tasks will give you numbers that you can use to double check your cost figures and ensure that you have a realistic budget, given the tasks you have defined for your project. Systematically thinking about resources will give you the advantage of appearing prepared and well organized. Remember that sponsors are looking for projects that they believe are realistic and that they think will succeed. Using project management software to think through your project can give you the edge you need to win an award. In addition, using the project management software to manage the project will simplify your reporting and help you see whether you are on track in managing the resources you have. Remember that if the project is audited, you may need to show how you used the resources and explain any changes in the budget. Project management software provides easy-to-read reports that you can use to explain how you managed your resources and made any changes to the proposal to accomplish your tasks. 

