Introduction

For the months of April to August 2007, I was employed at the Canada Revenue Agency in Summerside, PE for my second Computer Science Co-op work term as a junior programmer under the supervision of Mr. Byron Shaw.

Summary


During my employment at the CRA, I was assigned the task of creating an online application for which the purpose was to improve upon the existing method of triggering queues on and off. This application would ultimately make this daunting task much more timely and efficient. As a start, since my knowledge in the field of COBOL programming on a mainframe with Netron Cap as a code generator and my knowledge of 3-tier architecture and queues and MQ Series was limited (non-existant), I spent the better half of my work term learning all about the magic of the business, the mechanics behind the tools with which I was supposed to work in order to do what I was assigned to do. This included, but was not limited to, going over the code and functionality of programs distantly similar to the one that I was hired to create. I went over the code of half a dozen or so different programs and their individual components time after time, gaining new wisdom with each successive iteration. This was a grueling process with a steep learning curve as little to none of the code presented before me was commented. It’s fair to say that I had no idea what most of the code was doing or why it was there. This wasn’t aided by the fact that it wasn’t uncommon for these programs to have a surplus of ten thousand lines of uncommented code, nor was it aided by the fact that these programs with a surplus of ten thousand lines of uncommented code called other programs with surpluses of ten thousand lines of uncommented code which inevitably called other programs with surpluses of ten thousand lines of uncommented code. The degree of this problem was fortunately reduced by the aid of a testing environment called Viasoft which allowed me to step through a program executing one line of code at a time. Since the majority of lines did not perform any function, the majority of lines were skipped. This meant that rather than trying to make sense of a surplus of ten thousand lines of uncommented code, I only had to make sense of anywhere from approximately twenty to approximately five hundred executable lines of uncommented code in order of execution. Needless to say, Viasoft was an indispensable tool used towards my education of the project which I would end up using until the very last days of my employment.

Writing the code to my program was no easy task itself. There are many ways to break the rules of any compiler and there’s no exception when it comes to COBOL and Netron. Much of the process involved me copying the code from programs with similar functionality and then revamping it to perform the functions that I wanted it to. The coding of my server and frame proved to be rather straightforward with successful compilation occurring just days after I started. The coding of my client with its associated map, however, proved to be extremely laborious and at times, frustrating. My advisors (who were also my co-employees) and I had decided to change the scope of my project late into its development due to a significant problem which was accredited to the choice of program which I had initially decided to use as my template. A week later, we reverted back to the original idea of how my program was to function, meaning that I needed to import the structure of another program to replace the original template code with which I was working. This proved to be a time-consuming process which threatened to bench my expectations of completing my project. However, with only two weeks remaining in my work term, I managed to get my client to successfully compile. With my program being more-or-less syntactically correct, all that remained was to clear my program of the various and numerous bugs that it had accumulated through the long coding process so that it would actually run and perform what it was meant to perform. For the most part, this proved not to be a problem. My job started to pick up from here, as finding these bugs and their causes was close to fun. With fewer than two weeks remaining, I managed to exterminate the majority of bugs in my program. I got it up and running, performing the functions that it was meant to perform. There were a few things here and there that could have been improved upon, but they were rather cosmetic in comparison to the remainder of my work.

My goals for this work term were to gain programming skills, especially those pertinent to university programming courses, to gain an understanding of the expectations of working in a government environment, and to improve upon my independent working effectiveness as well as teamwork effectiveness. I believe that I achieved all of these goals. While I was beginning to think that my programming skills developed at the CRA would not contribute to anything that might be seen in my programming courses, I realized that that is in fact not the case. There are many similarities between coding for the government and coding for a university programming course and this is most prominent with the logical thinking and planning that is involved in programming. As most of my work was independent, I feel that I successfully achieved my goal of developing my effectiveness as an independent worker. As evidenced, I did finish my project to completion. Although there was no significant teamwork involved, I did get a lot of help and advice from my co-employees towards my learning and towards my project. This was extremely important as I learned much more than I would have had I not had their input. I felt that I absorbed their advice and information fairly adequately and that I was quick to catch on to new ideas.

I believe I was fairly well prepared for this work term. Although I went in knowing almost nothing of what I was assigned to do, I had all of the tools necessary to learn what was taught to me.
Professional Development


I believe that I have improved in many areas. I’m more confident in my programming abilities since beginning my work-term at the CRA. I learned a new programming language and I used it daily for months, so I have the experience. I learned what it’s like to work for the government, about all of the strict security measures involved in every activity. I also got a handle on the cooperation involved while working with others in a professional setting. I believe that this work term has been extremely beneficial to my development as an emerging professional.
Conclusion


In conclusion, I would like to state that while the learning curve of my work may have been very steep, the benefits of what I learned at the CRA make up for everything. At the end of the day, I was completely satisfied with the work that I had done and because of this, I would recommend this position to anyone looking for a quality job in IT.
