
DSM 596: Final Project Capstone 

Time:   Tuesdays, 5:30 pm – 8:20 pm 
Location:  Wallis Annenberg Hall, ANN 211 

Professors:  Karen North, Ph.D. (knorth@usc.edu), 
Michael Phillips (phil135@usc.edu) 

Office Hours: Before and after class, and by appointment. 

Course Description 

Congratulations! You have accomplished much to reach this end stage of your 
program at Annenberg. During these final months, you will learn from experience 
by conceptualizing, designing, developing and launching an online community. You 

will be an entrepreneur in every sense of the word – except raising your own 
capital. (Charlie Annenberg Weingarten through the Annenberg Foundation has 

generously agreed to fund each approved project.) This is your chance to learn by 
applying your knowledge from the last semester to create a real-world online 
community, and to understand the necessary steps and documents required to 

work as a team and launch your site. 

Objectives 

Successful deployment of an online community app or website is the course 
objective. In the business world, methods matter most to the extent that they 

result in the successful completion of a project. This course is also concerned that 
you learn how to manage a project – your work on future project teams will require 

that you can collaborate and function according to proper project discipline. During 
the term, you will be expected to demonstrate proficiency in the following areas, 
each of which will affect your overall performance evaluation: 
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- Collaborate as a member of a small team by delegating and executing tasks  
- Conceptualize and scope a product for an online community   

- Identify the target audience and validate your product idea  
- Document product features and requirements (personas, user flows and stories,        

wire frames, etc.) 
- Recruit and contract freelance talent as needed  
- Manage visual design and integration of this design into functional site elements  
- Oversee development implementation and scope refinement  
- Develop on-site content and help documentation  
- Create and manage marketing plans  
- QA (quality assurance) test 
- Launch 

Evaluation of Performance 

1. Team Objectives: 45% of total grade 
- Definition and refinement of minimum viable product (MVP) - 15% 

- Strategy and collaboration to produce relevant artifacts - 15% 
- Product development and launch - 15%  

2. Individual Objectives: 30% of total grade 
- Class participation and application of concepts - 10% 

- Inter and intra-team evaluations (peer review) - 10% 
- Weekly Memo Updates - 10% 

 
3. Presentation Objectives: 25% of total grade 
Final pitch and presentation,  

including final documentation:  
 
Here’s a basic description of the requirements. Additional information will be 

provided in class. 



Team Objectives  
Team objectives are goals shared by all members of a project team. All members of 
a team will receive the same score across all team objectives. Team objectives are 

based on the viewpoint of a client or customer: Does the software work 
functionally? Is it clear and engaging? Was it delivered on time? Was it delivered 

within budget? Does it appear to be successful? Team objectives will be scored 
according to the following:  
 
- Launch: The most important team objective is the successful launch of quality 
working software (app, site, etc.) on time and within budget, and your ability to 

present your app / site successfully to your client. The launch of your team’s 
working software – not a demo, not a prototype – is a requirement. You may 
have to de-scope features to hit this objective, and that’s completely OK as long as 

your target audience uses your MVP to solve its unmet need. Each site must contain 
basics of quality, including a clean UX, SEO best practices, appropriate content and 

branding, help documentation, terms of service, etc. The final presentation will be 
part of this grade as well. 
 
- Marketing Fundamentals: You must show signs of external traffic appearing on 
your site by launch day. This means that you must show signs of personally 

evangelizing your site as well as having adequate means to allow your users to 
evangelize your site for you. Have a plan and bake these elements into your 
product requirements. 
 
- Product Artifacts: Each team must have all necessary documentation on deadline 

and updated by end of term. Regardless of each individual’s contributions to the 
team (see Individual Objectives below), by the end of the project, the team as a 
whole must complete full documentation. Documentation must remain updated. If 

the scope of a project changes, if features change, all documents should be 
updated accordingly by end of the project.  
 
Individual Objectives  
Individual objectives are goals are owned by each student, and are separate from a 

team’s successes or failures. As an individual, you must be someone on whom your 
team can rely. Individual objectives will be scored according to the following:  



 
Throughout the course of the project, there will be documents that you are 
personally responsible for delivering. You and your teammates will split the 

workload, but you will be graded based on the timely completion and quality of any 
document individually assigned to you. 

-Weekly Updates:  Each student will write an individual update memo each week.  
The topic (or topics) will vary depending on what challenges you are facing or 

successes you are achieving. Use the Update Memo to help you think through the 
taxing issues that you and/or your team is facing each week (much like a daily 

stand-up) and/or address team dynamics issues or issues relevant to the class as a 
whole.  The memo will help you explore and understand the process of product 
development. 
 
- Class and Team Participation and Application of Concepts: This grade, assigned by 

the instructors and informed by your team’s developer / designer, refers to your 
class attendance and participation and general personal performance and 
contributions -- from the instructor’s point of view. It also refers to your ability to 

effectively demonstrate understanding of the online community-oriented concepts 
that you have studied throughout your program. 

- Class Attendance: Class attendance is mandatory. Each absence will result in a 
5% deduction in your grade unless compensated for by 5-page papers as assigned. 

 
- Intra-Team / Inter-Team Evaluations: At the end of the course, each team 

member will privately submit evaluations of their fellow team members. The 
evaluation will take the form of a rating scale (with room for subjective comments). 
The grade will be based on this feedback, after consideration by the instructor. 
 
Final Presentation  
You will present your project to your client or boss. You get one shot. It is important 
to show both team effort and individual contribution.  



 
Grading practice and philosophy 

This course uses the following grading scheme:  
A 93% and above 
A- 90%-92%  
B+ 87%-89% 

B 83%-86%  
B- 80-82%  

C 70-79%  

F 69% or less 
 
To get a better sense of what these numbers may mean, consider these scenarios: 
 
You are a professional consultant engaged by your client to deliver a service 

wrapped in the form of a project. The project earns a “B+” to “A-” grade if you 
delivered the service competently, on time, within budget, and with adequate 
quality. Your client is reasonably pleased, and you are on her short list of people to 

call for the next job. 
 
An A for the project includes producing actual working software, impressing your 
client, exceeding her expectations. For example, you deliver on time, within budget 
and with high quality even when the job scope and demands unexpectedly expand 

under unreasonable deadlines. This earns you the equivalent of being called first 
when your client has another job, or being asked to join the client’s firm. 
 
A grade of “C” represents a minimally acceptable result, delivered grudgingly. 
 
At end of the poor outcome spectrum, an “F” represents failure. According to the 
performance metrics of this course, an “F” could occur if either: a team fails to 

launch working software by deadline and within budget and/or an individual 
fails to deliver accurate documentation and does not participate 
enthusiastically and consistently as part of the team. 



 
Dates and Deliverables 
 
All homework assignments are due the next week (unless otherwise noted) by 
Monday noon before class meets. They should be sent to the instructors both as an 

attachment AND as a shared link to the living documentation in the cloud. 
Deliverables and dates will be reviewed in each class. Milestones may be subject to 
change. 
 
Presentation 
 
At the end of the semester, you will present your site to peers, instructors, other 
Annenberg faculty, and other professionals. More details will be given in time. Your 

grade will not be based on this presentation. It is simply an opportunity for you to 
show off the work you’ve done. 

Reading / Viewing 

Required: 

Jaime Levy, UX Strategy (O’Reilly Media, 2015). 
Eric Ries, The Lean Startup (Crown Business, 2011). 

Morton Rand-Hendriksen, Foundations of UX: Content Strategy (Lynda.com, 2016). 
Brad Batesole, Online Marketing Fundamentals (Lynda.com, 2014). 

Michael Becker, Mobile Marketing Fundamentals (Lynda.com, 2014). 
Dayna Rothman, Content Marketing Fundamentals (Lynda.com, 2015). 

Recommended: 
Chris Bank, The Guide to Wireframing (UX Pin, 2014). 

Brad Batesole, Social Media Marketing with Facebook / Twitter (Lynda.com, 2014). 
Tom Green, The Practical Guide to Interactive Wireframing (UX Pin, 2015). 
Karen McGrane, Content Strategy for Mobile (A Book Apart, 2012). 

Theresa Neil, Mobile Design Pattern Gallery, 2nd ed. (O’Reilly, 2014). 
Jeff Patton, User Story Mapping, (O’Reilly, 2014) 

Luke Wroblewski, Mobile First (A Book Apart, 2011). 



Schedule 

Important note: Weekly topics, assignments, and deliverables may be adjusted to 
address the needs of teams and team projects. 

Week 1 

(8/22)

Topics: 
1. Course kickoff / overview  
2. Team building 
3. Review target audience / MVP pitch / key UX flow 

Assignments:     
• Prepare MVP presentation, including value proposition, UX 

flow, and draft of product requirements

Week 2 

(8/29)

Topics:  
1. Team project pitch (elevator pitch)  

a. Two minutes per team member 
b. Class feedback 

2. Review MVP User Flows 
a. User flows 
b. Epics 
c. Stories 

3. Standups 
a. What did I accomplish?  
b. What am I working on?  
c. What do I need help with? 

Assignments:   
• Review UX Strategy, chapters 2-5 
• Review The Lean Startup, Part 1 
• Sharpen requirements, key user flows / UX



Week 3  

(9/5)

Topics:  
1. Teach pitches 
2. Review PRDs — especially key user flows, UX screens, epics, 

and stories — to deliver to engineering and design. 
3. Content strategy and required assets 
4. Project Doc  
5. Story time I 
6. Standups 

Assignments:   
• Read UX Strategy, chapters 6-8 
• Review The Lean Startup, Part 2 
• Refine and update PRD and project doc 
• Weekly Update memo

Week 4 

(9/12)

Topics:  
1. Team pitches 
2. Review PRD and Project doc 
3. Focus on key screens / stories with engineering and 

design 
4. Identify outstanding issues / tasks 
5. Story time II 
6. Standups 

Assignments:   
• Submit updated PRD (screens, stories, etc.) by Friday 

noon 
• Weekly Update memo

Week 5 

(9/19)

Topics:  
1. Team pitches 
2. Final PRD review before sprints — in which we attempt to   

answer all open questions before development kickoff. 
3. Story time III 
4. User acceptance testing (UAT) 
5. Working with designer / engineers 
6. Standup 

Assignments: 
• Update PRD (by Friday), focusing on feedback 
• Rothman, Content Marketing Fundamentals 
• Weekly Update memo



Week 6 

(9/26)

Sprint /Development Planning 

Topics:  
1. Team pitches 
2. Review PRD and project plan 
3. Sprints -- iterative development (7) x (1) week sprints 
4. Standup 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD revisions 
• Weekly Update memo

Week 7 

(10/3)

Sprint 1 

Topics:  
1. Team pitches 
2. Review content plan 
3. Visual design 
4. Standup 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD revision  
• UAT 
• Draft initial designs 
• Batesole, Online Marketing Fundamentals 
• Weekly Update memo

Week 8 

(10/10)

Sprint 2 

Topics:  
1. Team pitches 
2. Visual design review 
3. "Unhappy Paths” 
4. Identify potential legal issues (privacy, TOS, etc.) 
5. Standup 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD revision  
• UAT 
• Design revisions 
• Draft legal issues documentation 
• Becker, Mobile Marketing Fundamentals 
• Weekly Update memo



Week 9 

(10/17)

Sprint 3 

Topics:  
1. Team pitches  
2. Review legal issues documentation 
3. Marketing / SEM 
4. Customer Service / External Help planning 
5. Standup 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD revision 
• UAT 
• Draft marketing plan 
• Weekly Update memo

Week 10 

(10/24)

Sprint 4 

Topics:  
1. Team pitches 
2. Review marketing plans 
3. Budgeting 
4. Analytics / tracking software 
5. Standup 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD revision  
• UAT 
• Revise marketing plans 
• Draft budget 
• Analytics / tracking plans 
• Weekly Update memo



Week 11 

(10/31) 
Halloween

Sprint 5 

Topics:  
1. Team pitches  
2. Review budgets 
3. Pitch preparation -- final thesis / VC pitch 
4. Standups 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD grooming 
• UAT 
• Actual expenses  
• Draft thesis / VC pitch documentation – presentation, slide 

decks, written paper 
• Weekly Update memo

Week 12 

(11/7)

Sprint 6 

Topics:  
1. Team pitches  
2. Review thesis / VC pitch documentation 
3. Team management / leadership styles 
4. Resume writing for digital media professionals 
5. Standups 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD grooming 
• UAT 
• Refine thesis / VC pitch documentation 
• Draft resumes 
• Weekly Update memo



Week 13 

(11/14)

Sprint 7  

Topics:  
1. Team pitches 
2. Rehearse final thesis / VC pitch 
3. Review resumes 
4. Standups 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD grooming 
• UAT 
• Refine thesis / VC pitches 
• Refine resumes 
• Weekly Update memo

Week 14 

(11/21) 
Thanksgiving 
Week

Sprint 8  

Topics:  
5. Team pitches 
6. Rehearse final thesis / VC pitch 
7. Review resumes 
8. Standups 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD grooming 
• UAT 
• Refine thesis / VC pitches 
• Refine resumes 
• Weekly Update memo



Students with Disabilities 

Students requesting academic accommodations based on a disability are required 

to register with Disability Services and Programs (DSP) each semester. A letter of 
verification for approved accommodations can be obtained from DSP when adequate 
documentation is filed. Please be sure this letter is delivered to your TA or professor 

as early in the semester as possible. DSP is open Monday-Friday, 8:30-5:00pm. The 
office is in the Student Union 301 and their phone number is  
(213) 740-0776. 

Week 15 

(11/28)

Dev Code Freeze  

Topics:  
1. Team pitches  
2. Class walkthrough of MVPs 
3. Rehearse final thesis / VC pitch 
4. Standups 

Assignments: 
• Artifact / PRD revision  
• UAT 
• Gather initial reporting / feedback 
• QA end-to-end (E2E) product 
• Bug Fixes 
• Weekly Update memo

Week 16 

(Wed., 12/6)

PUBLIC LAUNCH:  

Final Presentations: 
• Team pitches 
• Team presents working software 
• Weekly Update memo

Week 17 

(12/12)

Final PRD / Documentation / Papers Due 

• Final product artifacts / revised PRDs / pitch documentation 
• Final papers 



Academic Integrity 

The Annenberg School for Communication is committed to upholding the 
University’s Academic Integrity code as detailed in the in the Campus Guide. It is 
the policy of the School of Communication to report all violations of the code. Any 

serious violation or pattern of violations of the Academic Integrity Code will result in 
the student’s expulsion of the Communication major or minor. 
 
The School and the University is committed to the general principles of academic 
honesty that include and incorporate the concept of respect for the intellectual 

property of others, the expectation that individual work will be submitted unless 
otherwise allowed by an instructor, and the obligations both to protect one’s own 

academic work from misuse by others as well as to avoid using another’s work as 
one’s own. By taking this course, students are expected to understand and abide by 
these principles. All submitted work for this course may be subject to an originality 

review as performed by Turnitin technologies (http://www.turnitin.com) to find 
textual similarities with other Internet content or previously submitted student 

work. Students of this course retain the copyright of their own original work, and 
Turnitin is not permitted to use student-submitted work for any other purpose than 
(a) performing an originality review of the work, and (b) including that work in the 

database against which it checks other student-submitted work.


