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Background

Kenn Petty is the Software Quality Assurance Team Lead for a small ISV located in Indianapolis, Indiana.  He has more than 14 years experience in the field of software and has been with his current employer just over a year.   He has a BA, from Indiana University and has worked for Boeing Information Services, SAIC, KForce.com, and Cummins, Inc. 

Experience

Have you ever found yourself frustrated with ever-changing requirements and short schedules and still tasked with testing a software product adequately?  Has management set “adequate” at the ‘we will accept no errors’ threshold and still wants to deliver products in an aggressive timeframe?  Unless I miss my guess you have answered these in the affirmative.  My experience has shown that regardless of the industry, the development methodology, the organizational maturity, etc. that there is never enough time to test everything and that requirements can and do change.  Dealing with these challenges is what has led to many a tester experiencing late nights and weekends of work and eventual burn-out.
I and my team have attempted to change these operational realities for over a year and with little success. Then I was introduced to the testing methodology set out by James and Jonathan Bach in their articles on Session-Based exploratory testing.  Like an epiphany I saw how we as a testing team could be agile enough to adapt to the uncertainty inherent in software development and still provide adequate testing of the product developed in a cost-effective manner.  We had been spending several hundred hours per release developing test cases and documenting results.  When a feature changed during design or when a design was changed during integration we had to rework our test cases and this was frustrating to the test team and provided little benefit to the quality of the product.  To make a point, the time the tester spent typing up test cases and then editing them, took them away from the real work of looking for bugs in the software.  If we could eliminate this rework we could get more testing done in the time allotted to us and hopefully release a product with a higher level of quality.  To take it a step further, the number of tests that can be executed in an unscripted session in the same time it took just to document a standard scripted case following the IEEE standards for test case documentation was somewhere in the order of 20:1.

We embarked on this new way of testing in a slightly less managed way than Jon Bach proposes.  We are testing software that our company sells to other companies and the cost for my team is considered a “sunk” cost.  We did not need to keep strong metric of the time we spent in set-up, test execution and documentation.  I see the value in this and am looking to begin implementing some of these tracking mechanisms in the future, but for now we were focused on keeping the process as light and agile as possible.  I wanted to keep the clerical load off of my team as much as possible so we could focus on adapting to this new paradigm of testing.

In order to facilitate a more rapid adoption of the new style of testing and to increase the energy and commitment in the team I proposed that we use a pair-testing approach.  Here we have this unscripted, ad hoc, or “exploratory testing” done with one tester at the terminal ‘driving’ the application and a second actually records the areas they test and steps executed, issues found and future areas of exploration.  The two can then switch midway thought the session and take on the other role respectively.  We found this to be very effective and the morale of the team was higher using this method.  The two people working together generate more testing ideas (read that as more test cases) as they execute the session by bouncing ideas off one another and this keeps the energy level high.  Each person also has a different perspective on the way the application can be used, should be used and the areas of potential trouble.  This improved the quality as well as the quantity of the information garnered in each test.  The person acting as the recorder is not a passive observer, but rather an active participant.  Their presence frees the tester ‘driving’ to concentrate on that task and the usual time lost when anyone switches from one task to another is saved by them not being forced to stop whenever they hit an “issue” in order to record it.  This allows for much more testing to be done by the two than either could accomplish if they worked separately.  There is also a level of accountability that comes from having a peer, a team lead, or a developer watching.  Each team member wanted to find the biggest and the worst bugs they can find and as a point of professional pride they love to have someone watching when they do it.  

Yes, if you were reading carefully we did pair testing with some of our developers.  This was very useful in that some of them want to produce the absolute highest quality product they can and when we asked them to pair test they jumped at the idea as a learning opportunity.  They could learn what things we as testers look for but we also got the benefit of them seeing the bugs and not having to reproduce them later- it was real-time discover and reproduction and they were even more committed to fix these once they were found immediately after the testing session.  The developers also gave useful information to the testers during these sessions on the underlying design and operation of their code and this improved team integration and morale between testers and developers. There are many good papers available on how such things can bring developers and testers together.     

The act of removing this documentation task from my team allowed them to become more involved in the design and requirements clarifying meetings with the developers and the Product Manger and Software Architect.  This enhanced their understanding of what was required and what could be validated.  This led to a reduction in the number of bugs that we entered and had to disqualify as “performs as designed” from nearly seventy on the previous release to just three on this last release.  That is a metric that clearly demonstrates how much better the design and behavior of the application was understood by the developers and the testers as a shared vision.  This allowed us to recoup the time that would have been spent discussing and documenting these bugs and apply that to more testing.

We found this method of testing to be useful in our situation because requirements are often given verbally and this allowed us to be able to respond to these changes and clarifications quickly.  The morale of the team was enhanced by alleviating the burden of rework and the feeling of “us versus them” that can come from feeling like things are thrown over the proverbial wall and that the developers are withholding information.  They weren’t doing that intentionally but rather their job is to write software and the additional burden of updating a tester was more than most could handle.  The changes in design happen so subtly at times as to almost be imperceptible to the designer.  By getting SQA into the process from the beginning has allowed for better morale and integration and teamwork with development.  Developers also prefer to have the big bugs found early and often so that they have time to correct them before crunch time.  

I would recommend this method of testing be used by any SQA team that has a group of experienced testers with good knowledge of the application and the business domain.  If this technique were applied in situations where the testers were novices and new to the software and domain it might not pay off as quickly or as fully.  I agree with the idea posed by James Lyndsay, that the effectiveness of exploratory testing is more reliant upon the individual critical thinking skills of the tester than perhaps any other forms of testing.  Scripted tests can allow for novice testers to come up to speed by having a single or team of “expert” testers write the scripts, but in the ad hoc arena there is no one to rely upon but you and the person with you-if you have one.  Jon Bach may disagree, and I admit that I see the ability for the tester to learn more quickly through exploratory testing than they may through executing scripted tests, but that too can depend on the staff involved.  Test managers and test leads need to decide for themselves how best to apply this technique in their individual circumstances.
