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Dedication

This guide is dedicated to the learners, trainers, and colleagues who inspire me every day. Your commitment to growth, fairness, and excellence has shaped not only the way I teach, but also the way I write and create.

To the learners who persevere through challenges, who ask the difficult questions, and who strive for competence with integrity—you are the reason this work exists.

To the trainers and providers who value clarity, authenticity, and support—you remind me that education is a shared journey, built on collaboration and trust.

And to my family and close circle, whose encouragement and patience have carried me through countless projects and publishing deadlines—thank you for believing in the vision and the purpose behind every page.

This book is for all of you. May it serve as a resource, a companion, and a reminder that with structure, fairness, and determination, every project can be brought together successfully.



Preface

For me, training and development have always been about more than skills—they are about transformation. Over the years, I’ve had the privilege of guiding learners, trainers, and organisations through the challenges of growth and change. Whether it’s helping someone make sense of complex projects, supporting them through assessments and appeals, or designing resources that build confidence, I’ve seen how the right guidance can unlock potential and inspire progress.

This guide to Microsoft Project was born out of that passion. It is not simply a manual for software; it is a tool for empowerment. My aim is to help you plan, organise, and communicate with clarity, while building the confidence to embrace change and create a brighter future for yourself and your projects.

Inside, you’ll find step-by-step explanations, visual summaries, and practical tips designed to be supportive and accessible. Every page reflects the principles I hold most dear: fairness, clarity, and relevance. My hope is that this resource feels like a mentor walking alongside you—someone who understands the challenges and is committed to helping you succeed.

As you work through the chapters, remember that project management is not about perfection—it is about progress. Each milestone you achieve is a step toward meaningful results, and each challenge is an opportunity to grow.

Together, let’s build strength in every project, and in doing so, strengthen ourselves.



Author’s Note

When I first began working with projects—whether in training, publishing, or compliance—I quickly realised that success is never just about the tools. It’s about how we use them, how we adapt them to our own context, and how we stay true to our values while navigating deadlines and expectations.

For me, training and development have always been at the heart of that journey. I believe that learning should empower people to embrace change, build confidence, and create a brighter future for themselves. This book is my attempt to share not only the mechanics of Microsoft Project, but also the mindset that has guided me through countless projects and learning experiences.

I’ve learned that clarity matters more than complexity, that fairness builds trust, and that even the most technical tasks benefit from a human touch. That’s why the chapters are practical and structured, but also written with learners and practitioners in mind. My goal is to make this guide approachable—something you can dip into when you need support, and something that grows with you as your projects become more ambitious.

If there’s one message I’d like you to carry with you, it’s this: project management is not about perfection, but about progress. Each step forward, no matter how small, brings you closer to achieving something meaningful.

Thank you for allowing me to share my journey and insights with you. May this book be both a guide and a companion as you strengthen your skills, your projects, and your future.



A Note to the Reader

This book was written with you in mind. Whether you are a learner exploring project management for the first time, a trainer guiding others, or a professional sharpening your skills, my hope is that these pages feel practical, supportive, and relevant to your journey.

I believe that training and development are about more than knowledge—they are about confidence, growth, and the ability to embrace change. That’s why the content here is structured step by step, but never rigid. You can dip into the sections that meet your current needs, revisit the summaries when you want a refresher, and use the checklists and visuals as quick references along the way.

Most importantly, remember that project management is not about perfection—it’s about steady progress, learning from each step, and communicating clearly with those around you. If you approach this guide with curiosity and openness, you’ll discover not only how to use Microsoft Project effectively, but also how to bring greater clarity and confidence to the way you manage your work.

This is your journey, and my hope is that this book walks alongside you—encouraging, guiding, and inspiring you to achieve results that matter.
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Understanding Projects
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​Objectives

Define what a project is

Identify key characteristics of projects

Explain principles of project management

Describe critical path and slack

Understand durations and milestones

Distinguish fixed-duration and resource-driven tasks

Recognise project management diagrams (Gantt, Network, WBS)

Explain task dependencies

Explore project management software functions

Relate concepts to the project lifecycle





This module provides an overview of what projects are, how they differ from routine operations, and the principles of project management. Learners will explore the defining characteristics of projects, including uniqueness, timescale, budget, resources, risk, and change. The module also introduces essential project management concepts such as critical path, slack, durations, milestones, and dependencies, along with the tools used to plan and track progress. Finally, it highlights the role of project management software in organising tasks, monitoring performance, and supporting the project lifecycle from initiation through to completion.

By working through this module, learners will gain a clear understanding of how projects are defined and managed. They will be able to identify the key characteristics that distinguish projects from routine operations, explain the principles of project management, and recognise the importance of tools such as Gantt charts and network diagrams. Learners will also see how project management software supports planning, tracking, and reporting, and how the project lifecycle provides a structured approach to achieving goals efficiently.

​​​​What is a Project?

A project is a temporary unique endeavour, undertaken to produce a set of deliverables within clearly specified constraints of time, cost and quality.  Projects are different from business operations, in terms of uniqueness, timescale, budget, resources, risk and change.

	Uniqueness



Every project is different, whereas operational activities typically involve repetitive (if not identical) processes.



	Timescale



A project has clearly specified start and end dates in which deliverables are produced to meet the customer's requirements.



	Budget



A project has a maximum limit to the expenditure in which the deliverables must be produced to meet the customer's requirements.



	Resources



A project is allocated specified amounts of labour, equipment and materials at the start.



	Risk


A project entails uncertainty and therefore carries business risk.

	Change



The purpose of a project is typically to improve an organisation through the implementation of business change.



––––––––
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A project is a series of steps that are typically performed by more than one person.  In addition a project has the following characteristics:

	A project has a specific measurable goal.



You know you have finished the project when you have successfully met your project goal.



	Projects have a specific time frame.



The success of a project is often measured by how successfully the project has been completed within the amount of time allotted to it.



	Projects use resources.



Resources include people, money, equipment, and materials.  How well these resources are allocated and coordinated is another key measure of a project’s success or failure.



	All projects consist of interdependent, yet individual, steps called tasks.



Rarely does any piece of a project exist in a vacuum.  If one task runs late or over budget, it typically affects other tasks, the overall schedule, and the total cost of the project.



Projects are dynamic and can last for weeks, months, or even years.  They tend to grow, change, and behave in ways that you can’t always predict.  Consequently, the project manager has to remain alert to the progress and notions of a project in order to reach its goals.  Documentation and communication are the two key tools for staying on top of a project throughout its life.
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What is Project Management?

Project management is the utilisation of skills, tools and management processes to undertake a project successfully.  Project management attempts to organise and systematise the tasks in a project to minimise the number of surprises that may be encountered.

In project management, the project manager attempts to balance project goals and objectives against the amount of time and money available to complete a project, focusing on the following key areas:


	Budgeting

	Scheduling

	Managing resources

	Tracking and reporting progress



To manage these aspects, certain tools have evolved over the years.  Some are conceptual, such as the critical path; others involve specific formats for displaying project organisation and progress, such as a Gantt chart.

Critical Path and Slack

The critical path identifies the series of tasks in a project that must be completed on time for the overall project to stay on schedule.

	The critical path changes as the project progresses



A critical path is a means of identifying tasks that have no leeway in their timing to ensure that they don’t run late and affect the overall schedule.  Knowing where the critical tasks are at any point during the project is crucial to staying on track.



	Slack



Slack (also known as float) is the amount of time that a task can be delayed before it moves onto the critical path.
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Durations and Milestones

Most tasks in a project take a specific amount of time to accomplish.  The length of time needed to complete a task is called the task’s duration.  Always try to break the long tasks in a project into smaller tasks of shorter durations so their progress can be tracked more accurately.  For example, break a five-month-long task into five one-month tasks.  Checking off the completion of the smaller tasks each month reduces the odds of a serious surprise five months later and also provides the feeling of accomplishment.

Some tasks, called milestones, have no duration (0 days).  Milestones are points in time that mark the start or completion of a phase in a project.  For example, if a project involves the design of a brochure, the approval of the initial design might be considered a milestone.
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Fixed-Duration Tasks and Resource-Driven Schedules

Some tasks take the same amount of time – irrespective of how many people or other resources are devoted to them.  A flight from Johannesburg to Port Elizabeth is likely to take two hours, regardless of how many pilots or flight attendants.  This task has a fixed duration, meaning that the timing is set by the nature of the task.

Conversely, the number of available resources can affect the duration of some tasks.  For example, if one person needs two hours to dig a ditch, adding a second person will probably cut the time in half.  The task still requires two hours of effort, but two resources can perform the task simultaneously.  Tasks whose durations are affected by the addition or subtraction of resources are called resource-driven tasks.

Project Management Diagrams

Gantt charts, network diagrams, and work breakdown structures (WBSs) are project management tools that have evolved over time.  They are charts that can be used to track different aspects of a project.

Before computers were used to manage projects, managers drew these charts by hand.  A project board room would have a four-metre network diagram, WBS, or Gantt chart taped to the wall.  By the end of the project, this chart was as marked up and out of date as last year’s appointment calendar.  Project management software makes these charts easier to generate, update and customise.
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A Gantt Chart represents the tasks in a project with bars that reflect the duration of individual tasks.  Milestones are shown as diamond shapes.

The Network Diagram resembles a flow chart for work in a project.
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Network diagrams don’t accurately detail the timing of a project.  Instead, a network diagram shows the flow of tasks in a project and the relationships of tasks to each other.  Each task is contained in a box called a node, and lines that flow among the nodes indicate the flow of tasks.

The work breakdown structure chart is similar to a typical company’s organisation chart and is not a standard view of Microsoft Project.  You can purchase an add-on product, WBS Chart Pro to create a WBS chart from a Project file.

Dependencies

The final project management concept to master is dependencies.  The overall timing of a project is not just the sum of the durations of all tasks.  All tasks in a project do not usually happen simultaneously.  For example, in a construction project, the foundations of a building must be poured before the structure can be built.  The building must be enclosed with walls and windows before laying the carpet.  Project managers must anticipate and establish relationships among the tasks in a project.  These relationships are called dependencies.

​Managing Projects with Project Management Software

To effectively manage a project, a set of procedures should be used.  Project management software automates many of these procedures and makes it possible to:

	Plan up front:



By preplanning the various elements of your project, you can more accurately estimate the time and resources that are required to complete the project.



	View progress:



By examining project progress on an on-going basis from various perspectives, you can see whether you are likely to meet your goal.



	Recognise conflicts:



By identifying time and resource conflicts early, you can try out various what-if scenarios to resolve them before the project gets out of hand.



	Make adjustments:



You can make adjustments to task timing and costs, and automatically update all other tasks in the project to reflect the impact of the changes.



	Generate professional-looking reports:



You can create reports on the status of a project to help team members prioritise and to help management make informed decisions.



What is required?

It is necessary to provide a certain amount of information about a project for any software to estimate schedules and generate reports.  After you enter basic project information into Project, the on-going maintenance is far easier than generating handwritten to-do lists that become obsolete almost immediately.  The accuracy and professionalism of the reports generated with Project can make the difference between a poorly managed project and a successful one.

To create a schedule in Project, you must enter the following task information:


	Individual task names.

	Task durations.

	Task dependencies.



To track the cost of tasks, you add certain information about resources, including the following:


	The list of human and material resources and their costs for both standard and overtime hours.

	The assignment of resources to specific tasks.



To track a project over its lifetime, you need to enter the following information:


	Progress on tasks.

	Changes in task timing or dependencies.

	Changes in resources – that is, resources that are added to or removed from the project.

	Changes in resource time commitments and costs.
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The Project Lifecycle

Projects typically consist of several phases.  Understanding the nature of each phase will help you relate the features of Project to your own projects.
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Identify the Goal and Project’s Scope

Before beginning to plan a project, you have to identify the goal or objective of your project.  To identify your goal, you can communicate in various ways, such as meetings, e-mail, and conference calls – if your organisation uses SharePoint, you can communicate using SharePoint tools such as task lists, issues, and risks.  The people that you communicate with are more important than the method of communication used.  Communication with various levels from management through to front-line personnel will provide ideas and answer questions.  Be sure to write a goal statement and circulate it among the team members to make sure that everyone understands the common focus of the project.

After understanding the goal, gather the information needed to define the project’s scope.  This endeavour can involve a lot of research.  The scope of a project is a statement of more specific parameters or constraint for its completion.  The constraints of a project usually fall within the areas of time, quality, and cost, and often relate directly to the project deliverables.  Below are some examples of sample goal and scope statements.

Project 1:

Goal:  To locate a facility for a warehouse.

Scope:  By 15th November, to find a modern warehouse facility of approximately 480 square metres, with a rental cost of no more than R16, 000 per month, in a location that is convenient to head office.

Project 2:

Goal:  To launch a new cleaning product.

Scope:  Includes test-marketing the product, designing packaging, and creating and launching an advertising campaign.  The launch must be completed before the end of the third quarter and can cost no more than R 1,250,000.

The second scope statement designates major phases of the project.  This statement provides a starting point for planning the tasks in the project.  You may eventually decide to divide this project into smaller projects.  Writing the scope of the project may encourage you to redefine both the goal and the scope needed to make the project more manageable.

Writing a simple goal and scope statement ensures that you have gathered key data – such as deliverables, timing and budget – and that you and your team agree on the focus of everyone’s efforts.  These activities should occur before you even open a Project file.

Planning

Once you understand the goal and scope of a project, you can begin to work backwards to determine the steps needed to reach the goal.  Look for major phases first and then break each phase into a logical sequence of steps.  This is known as top-down planning.

The image below shows the Gantt Chart view of an initial project schedule. The schedule’s outline structure clearly highlights the project’s phases. Dependencies have not yet been defined, so all tasks currently begin at the same time—an assumption that is not always realistic.
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Planning for resources is one aspect of planning the entire project.  Resources include equipment of limited availability, materials, individual workers, and groups of workers.  Remember to consider various schedule issues such as overtime, leave, and any resources shared among projects.  Time, money, and resources are closely related.  You may be able to save time with more resources, but resources typically cost money.  It is important to understand the order of priority among time, quality and money.
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