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Project Concept and Introduction

WURPIT is a streamlined, organized, and individualized support system for semester
course selection and long-term major planning, currently targeting Computer Science (CS)
students at Columbia. The current systems in place for course planning are not particularly useful
to CS students, as they are not specifically tailored to the complicated CS major system. WURPIT
will allow students to easily navigate between the six tracks of the CS major, allowing them to see
what classes they have left in each track and how the courses they have already taken fulfill
various requirements. It will clearly display important course information like specific track
classes and prerequisites, making it easy for students to plan their courses and pick their track
based on what they have taken/want to take in the future. By streamlining the process of selecting
courses, WURPIT will ease the logistical stress of planning out a CS major and provide advising
support for students, which is in high demand.

There are over 1,000 different combinations of courses that will fulfill a major in
Computer Science at Columbia, and there are around 300 undergraduate majors at Columbia.
There are only ten dedicated Computer Science advisors, and the all-around academic advisors
admit to not understanding the CS curriculum enough to offer trustworthy guidance. This is an
important design problem. Though some advising is available, it is infeasible to expect the current
faculty advisors to be able to sit down with all of their assigned students to talk through their
individual course plans. Students need assistance with the ins and outs of the CS curriculum, but
are generally provided little support for both long- and short-term course planning. Many students
find this aspect of being a CS major difficult and frustrating, and they often resort to the
construction of ad-hoc spreadsheets to try and make sense of their various graduation
requirements. This only adds to the stress one may experience as a student here, which can often
be overwhelming for some. WURPIT will make this process simpler and more straightforward,
increasing a user’s enjoyment in their education.

There are 93 individual courses offered in CS this semester (Fall 2019). Although this list
of offerings may seem lengthy, not all courses offered by the department are available each
semester, extending the list even further. This makes it difficult for a student to predict what their

schedule may be like in the future, as course offerings can be unpredictable. Our design solution in



WURPIT is ambitious because it seeks to transform the current course listing system. The current
resource for CS students is a long list of classes and the information associated with that course’s
reference code. It has no innate prerequisite or track structure, forcing students to switch back and
forth between many sites just to figure out what they must take and, more importantly, if it will be
offered. To make our solution useful, we need to come up with a way to succinctly — but
informatively — display ~100 different courses each semester. It is necessary to not make this
amount of information overwhelming, and we must show users exactly what they need while
making it easy for them to try out many versions of a schedule. What is missing from the present
system(s) is a visual interface that makes this information easy to absorb. It is simple to list a
bunch of classes, yet it is difficult for a student to absorb this list. However, if it were simple to
design an interface to make the CS curriculum easier to maneuver, the CS department would have
done it already. It is a challenge to clearly display such a volume of intricate information. There
are administrators at Columbia who spend large portions of their time answering the questions of
confused CS students who have trouble figuring out their courses. Our design should lessen this

burden — not solely the one felt by the administration, but also that of the students.

Target User Population

Our chosen target user population is students in the Columbia Computer Science
curriculum who require support in their schedule planning and course selection process. These
students may be new to Columbia, interested in the Computer Science major/department, or
perhaps just curious about what classes the CS department offers. As we detailed in the
introduction, there are many hurdles that every student in the Columbia CS curriculum must
overcome in order to graduate with a degree from the program. Along the way, they must keep
track of prerequisites and exemptions for classes, major requirements, track requirements,
frequently changing course offerings, a frustrating waitlist system, and more. Our target user
population may not understand how to maneuver these multiple moving parts, or perhaps they
have some experience with the department and its specifics, but would benefit from added support
aside from the advising already offered through the department.

Although all of the members of Team 6: WURPIT are students in Computer Science here

at Columbia, we feel that this does not detract from the benefits that can be created through the



construction of our project. With the perspective of three undergraduate juniors and one PhD
student, we all remember times where additional structured documentation would have made our
lives as students easier. With Computer Science being the second most popular major here, the
potential positive impact from our design is quite substantial. We choose this target user
population with the hopes that, in future design revisions and project implementations, the user

population can expand to all students.

Storyboard
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Alex is a
sophomore

in SEAS at
Columbia

and is studying
computer
science.

He is preparing
for his next (5th)
semester class
registration.

When
researching
classes, he is
overwhelmed by
the number and
possibilities of
major

- requirements,

track
requirements,
and electives. “|
have no idea
what to take. This
is so
overwhelming!”
he yells.

Because Alex’s

CS adviser
doesn’t have time
to meet with him,
and Vergil and
CULPA are
flooded with a lot
of information,
Alex is stressed
out. So, he goes
onto WURPIT to
get some
suggestions and
a better
structured layout.

He wants to
pursue the
applications track,
so he filters the
CS courses by
track
(“applications”),
and views all of
the required and
elective courses
for that track that
are available next
semester.

He notices that
one of the
classes is only
offered once
every two
years, and that
he should take
it.
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After spending
some productive
time on WURPIT,
Alex now has a
better organized
idea of classes
to take and is all
prepared for
registration!

Brainstorming Process

First, our team brainstormed various possible themes for our project (e.g., sustainability,
social connection, and education). We documented our ideas by writing each theme on a sticky
note and placing each note on the wall in a group study room. Multiple sticky notes with the same

theme indicate that multiple members of our group thought of the same general theme.




Next, we grouped the themes by topical similarities and moved the groups to different

parts of the room.

Then, we each stood up and walked around the room, looking at the ideas for themes. As
we walked, we brainstormed more specific project ideas related to each theme. These project ideas

were written on more sticky notes and placed on the wall near their accompanying theme.

Afterwards, we discussed all of the notes added for each theme. The author of each note
described their thinking process that spawned their idea. After listening to each description, we
each picked a favorite topic and discussed what features the user interface could potentially

include.




As we discussed ideas for the more specific interfaces, one sticky note began to stand out
with an idea in which we all shared interest, sparking excitement and curiosity in the group. After
further discussion, we all agreed that we were most excited to make a user interface that would
help students easily search for their classes. Concluding our brainstorming, we started to write out

some specific bullets describing what Ul elements we thought up during our conversations.

Comparative Analysis

Existing design solutions are often tedious to use and have very few tools to help students

plan out their semester and major. Some specific existing solutions are:

School/Major Course Bulletin (CS course bulletin): The course bulletin is a great resource for

finding what classes could be offered in a certain major at Columbia. However, the issue lies in
how tedious it is to peruse the bulletin. The list is generally static, with all classes listed regardless
of whether or not they are offered the current or the following semester. Getting a list of classes
(or moreso, classes relevant to the student) is tedious and time-consuming. Although prerequisites
are labeled, there is neither a clear hierarchy nor order displayed for these prerequisites. Our
solution will need to make it easy for students to get an up-to-date, ordered list of classes (with
their prerequisites) being offered that can be easily perused. However, we will also need to include
(and clearly delineate) courses from recent, previous semesters so that students can plan ahead for

courses that may not be offered every semester.


https://bulletin.engineering.columbia.edu/courses-5



http://www.columbia.edu/cu/bulletin/uwb/

