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Abstract 

 
As global software development (GSD) establishes 

itself as a software engineering practice, it should be 
taught to the software developers of the future. But can 
the problems of GSD really be transferred to the 
controlled environment of a university course? Will the 
students attending the course be able to cope with the 
problems associated with GSD as professionals? This 
paper elaborates on these questions by presenting 
approaches, methods, and goals in a planned GSD 
university course. 
 
1. Introduction 
 

Universities should equip computer science students 
with not only theory and technology skills but also 
knowledge in the engineering environment they will be 
faced with as future software engineers. Many such issues 
are addressed by specific courses in software engineering, 
often organized as practical projects in which the students 
will have to tackle “real” problems [1,2,5,6,7,8,9,12]. But 
as global software development (GSD) is becoming 
widespread in today’s international enterprises and virtual 
organizations [3,10], universities should incorporate this 
trend into their curriculum [11]. To our knowledge, 
university courses or student projects involving global 
software development are very rare, and are restricted 
either to existing software engineering courses [2] or case 
studies [1]. Perhaps the problem to give a course in this 
area is due to the inherent properties of global software 
development: it is difficult to present a university course 
that faces the students with global development specifics 
such as telephone- and videoconferencing, distributed 
configuration management, using a foreign language 
(English), coping with another culture, and collaborating 

across time zones. Despite this, we have accepted the 
challenge and are developing a course in distributed 
software development, to be simultaneously held in 
Västerås, Sweden, and Zagreb, Croatia. 
 
2. Course Description 
 

The students will be introduced to the problems of 
GSD through lectures and/or self-studies but the larger 
part of the course will consist of a joint software 
development project. In the project, the students will 
encounter many GSD problems but not all: Sweden and 
Croatia are e.g. located in the same time zone. Besides 
combining theory and practice through lectures and the 
joint project, the problem domain addressed by the project 
will as well be in the GSD domain: we plan to develop 
and/or enhance tools to support GSD. Each time the 
course is held, experiences and suggestions of more 
product features will be “inherited” from the previous 
year. In this way requirements and products are 
“bootstrapped” along subsequent courses. 

 
2.1. Relation to Community Development 
 

As products will be primarily based on free software 
(due to the financial reality), we plan to submit course 
products back to the public community thus employing a 
large number of users in testing the product usability and 
quality, and gathering feedback to use in next year’s 
requirements. Maintenance of the product will be (at least 
partially) ensured by assigning product-related graduation 
thesis to some of the students participating in the project. 

The type of development the students will perform 
only vaguely resembles community development: 
although the work is distributed and somewhat 
individualized, there will be a much stronger project 



management, and some of the developers will meet 
physically. 
 
2.2. Relation to GSD in Industry 
 

If the course involves a real customer, he will 
presumably invest both time and money [2], enabling both 
a real-world problem and traveling possibilities [2]. 
However, there is a risk that focus will be more on the end 
product than on the educational elements of the project. 

We have therefore chosen to avoid industrial 
involvement in favor of a slight shift towards community 
software development. This means that we can focus on 
education, but it also means that we will have to use low-
cost communication media and will not be able to let the 
students travel. Especially the latter is a great 
disadvantage, since being able to meet face to face has 
been emphasized as the most important means to enable 
successful GSD [3,4,10]. However, by the start of the 
course some of the course leaders will have worked 
together for six months, which will help alleviating the 
cultural and physical distance [2,3,4]. Also, since this is a 
university course, should the worst happen and there is no 
product at all at the end of the course, this is evidence that 
the students encountered problems – which is educational 
(at least to some extent). 

The students will form groups at each university and 
work part of the time together, as is the case in the office 
environment at most companies, but will also work at 
different hours and locations (due to their other 
obligations and us not providing personal workplaces at 
the university). 
 
2.3. University Specifics 
 

There are other university environment specifics as 
well such as students having different background and 
experiences, adjusting the course to the existing 
curriculum at two universities (which can present a major 
problem as duration of the course, start and end dates 
must be coordinated [2]). Each university also has a 
responsibility towards its own students in the first place – 
how should students working on the same project/product 
be graded in different rating systems? And what happens 
if there are not enough students at one of the universities 
involved? A careful balance must be struck not to 
overwhelm students with project work on one of the sites 
due to differences in obligations regarding the number of 
other courses held at their universities. 

 
3. Main Issues 
 

We can discern two major challenges for our course. 
First, how do you transfer the problem domain of GSD 

from industry environment to a university course? Second, 
how useful will the outcomes of the course be to industry: 
solutions and software professionals? 
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