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Introduction

The Information Technology Services Division (ITSD) Architecture & Management Center (AMC) has decided to cease Quality Control (QC) Reviews as they have been practiced and increase its focus on Engagements. With this increase in focus, the Engagement process will be undergoing some change. This document is intended to outline the changes being recommended to the AMC and Application Development Center (ADC) leadership team.
Engagements, as defined in this document, are a paradigm shift moving away from QC and moving toward Quality Assurance (QA). The intent with QA Engagements is to increase the probability of success of IT projects.

Basic definitions are provided below for context:

Control: One of the managerial functions like planning, organizing, staffing, and directing. Control is an important function because it checks for errors and prescribes corrective action. This ensures that deviation from standards is minimized and the stated goals of the organization are achieved in a desired manner. The concept of Control is typically employed when errors are detected (Finding the Problem—Reactive).

Assurance: A by-product of the management process. Planning, organizing, controlling, staffing, and directing are functions that combine to ensure a specific outcome. Proper management provides organizations with the ability to anticipate risks, as well to mitigate risks before they become issues (or errors) later in the life of the managed effort (Preventing the Problem—Proactive).
1. Overview
The QA Engagement Team seeks to provide a level of service for as many project efforts as possible. Recognizing that manpower will be limited, a tiered approach is being suggested. This model will require varying rules of engagement with varying roles of support for Engagement staff.
2. Strategic Considerations
2.1 Engagement Tiers
Using the RACI model, the Engagement Team has devised 3 tiers of service levels. 

Tier 1 - Responsible/Accountable: These are the top priority projects where Engagement staff is fully-embedded within the project team through the life of the project, providing the necessary level of support to ensure project success. The Engager will be an integral part of the team taking assignments for deliverables and creating work products. It is expected that the Tier 1 model will cover two types of Engagements:
A. Primary Engagement:
The Engagement resource is fully-dedicated to a priority-one

effort, doing whatever is necessary to ensure success.

B. Secondary Engagement:
The Engagement resource will do whatever is necessary to 

ensure success on high priority projects that do not require

a fully dedicated Engager.

Some specific responsibilities associated with the Tier 1 level include:

· Must be able to foster a collaborative environment within the team (build trust and confidence).
· Must be willing and able to accept a Responsible/Accountable role.
· Must bring technical expertise, both vertically and horizontally, to the project.
· Must be able to provide candid, accurate, and fair QA feedback on deliverables and work products (i.e. – QC Checkpoints).
· Must be willing to review Testing and Certification Office (TCO) findings and provide a risk assessment with an action plan.
Tier 2 - Consulted: These are high-priority Engagements that are intended to be of a short duration.  These types of Engagements are meant to facilitate success by getting the project team past technical or architectural roadblocks.
Tier 3 - Informed: These will be projects in which the QA Engagement Team will not be engaged with, but are still providing a minimal level of support for. This can involve providing a solutions catalog, a compliance dashboard report, training materials/classes, or technical forums to enable collaboration and knowledge sharing (similar to the DAWG).
2.2 Engagement Responsibilities
A general responsibility to be shared across all Tiers is a clear understanding of the Farm Service Agency (FSA) System Development Lifecycle (SDLC) and to be an active proponent of it. Each engagement will have its unique set of deliverables, levels of effort, technical needs, etc. However, there shall be a consistent, fundamental, and core set of functions that the QA Engagement Team must provide.

A critical function of the QA process is continuous improvement through the collection and evaluation of real-world engagement experience. For Tier 1 Engagements, this feedback will come primarily from the Engager role. For Tiers 2 and 3, the AO will facilitate communications channels, and solicit frequent feedback from teams. Tracking of change requests and providing monthly change tracking reports may also be leveraged as a means to provide empirical feedback.

An important asset that the QA Engagement Team will have at its disposal is the Reference Application. This will be a working prototype set of program code, libraries, and functions that represent a model implementation of technologies for a Web-based application. It will be fully compliant with all-agency Information Bulletins (IB), and will promote the use of standard technologies and best practice methods for application development.

2.3 Engagement Roles
Engagers: This role will be the primary one offered by the QA Engagement Process. The Engager is a highly experienced Architecture resource who brings an additional layer of technical expertise to the project team (SDLC, Modeling, etc.). This resource also provides expert technical skills in the area of JEE (Java Enterprise Edition) providing recommendations and technical support.
The Engager role will be actively involved throughout the life cycle of the project effort performing the following functions:
· QA feedback on deliverables and work products (code & documentation)

· Mentoring (Acting as Technical Lead)
· Pairing (shadow training on code and modeling)

· Promoting patterns and best practices (including IB compliance)

· Promoting SDLC and modeling best practices (not enforcing)

· Capturing success stories for inclusion in the AO Solutions Catalog.
Leadership & Planning: This role will provide overarching guidance on the operational aspects of the QA Engagement Team. This consortium of people will represent AMC and ADC by providing a next-level point of escalation for project engagement matters needing resolution. The direct line management of the project development team will provide first-level escalation. The Leadership & Planning individuals will not be embedded into the project team hierarchy, but rather, will operate as partners for the duration of the engagement.

Some functions of the Leadership and Planning role will include, but is not limited to …

· Providing validation and approval of Tier level assignments for projects
· Supplying a tactical and strategic focus on how Engagement operations are working
· Identify where the process can be tweaked for improvement
· Tracking of metrics
· Status Reporting

· Problem escalation point
· Client and Management liaison
Technical Consultant: This is a support-only role in which certain ITSD staff (AMC or ADC) will make an effort to provide answers to technical questions coming from the project world. This will involve research into best practices, documented standards, and various authoritative sources of knowledge.
3. Tactical Aspects
The following section provides an overview of things to consider for the smooth operation of the QA Engagements process. Of particular interest to the team is the establishment and maintenance of the boundaries of each individual engagement.
3.1 Initial Assessment
Once a project has been identified as a candidate (per ADC criteria) for a Tier 1 QA Engagement Team assignment, an essential activity to be performed is an assessment of that project’s needs. Since no two engagements will likely ever be the same, the Engager must evaluate several dimensions of the project effort to validate which level of service is appropriate. Factors to assess include, but are not limited to:
· Technical skills of the team

· Complexity of the solution

· Priority or visibility of the project

· Experience of the resources

· Resource availability (both AO & the Project Team)
· Duration and level of effort for the work.
A complete set of criteria must be developed to ensure that a fair and accurate assessment can be rendered. It is crucial that this initial assessment be timely. The QA Engagement Team recommends that it not exceed 3 business days. The Engager should be allowed to perform any task necessary in the interim, so the project may continue forward without waiting on the AO for a determination.
3.2 Validate Assessment
After the Engager has completed their assessment, the Leadership & Planning team will review the recommendation and provide validation, approval, and prioritization. If any special skills or extra resources are needed, or if any significant risks or concerns are identified by the AO, the Leadership & Planning team will work with AMC and ADC leadership to resolve the conflicts. In the event that the Engager’s recommendation is not accepted, an appropriate service level and support role for the effort will be assigned by the Leadership & Planning Team.
3.3 Establish Engagement Expectations & Roles
One of the first orders of business for an Engagement is to identify the scope of work for the QA Engagement Team for that particular effort. It is essential to know what roles the AO will portray and the deliverables they will be responsible for, in order to establish expectations and manage the stated scope of AO accountability. These expectations must be documented and posted to the official project repository. This expectations document must also identify the method of interaction and communication. The expectations and the individual leading the Engagement will be jointly validated by the AO and the designated Office Chief.
The following are some guiding principles for establishing the Expectations Matrix:

General Guidelines (All Tiers)
· The QA Engagement Team’s primary objective is to promote quality best practices and agency standards, mentoring and pairing, and then on implementing.
· When the QA Engagement Team provides “hands-on” support to teams, reusable solutions will be the expectation. Unique, “one-off” solutions will be avoided.
· Mentoring may be made available to all tiers by request, per resource availability

For the Tier 1 Model – “Engaging”
· While the QAET will always refer back to the general guidelines above, Tier 1 engagements will likely involve more hands-on implementation work than the other tiers.

· Engager resources may not be assigned to more than one Tier 1 Primary effort.
· Engager resources may be assigned to multiple Tier 1 Secondary efforts.
For the Tier 2 Model – “Reviewing, Recommending, Mitigating Risks”
· Focus on reviewing SDLC artifacts, code, and technology decisions.
· Based on these reviews, identify risks and provide recommendations.  Recommendations may likely be presented in the project’s weekly status meetings.

· This level is best-suited for short-term, focused work addressing specific risks or technical gaps.
· In a reviewer mode, the QA Engagement Team resource may be performing a high-level tracking function by maintaining awareness of project events through regular attendance at status meetings.

For the Tier 3 Model – “Training, Documenting, and Collaborating”

· Focus on providing support without one-on-one face time.

· Be the point of contact to take candidate “common” code in for distribution to other development teams.
3.4 Team Expectations

Particularly with Tier 1 Engagements, it will be imperative to craft a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that clearly identifies and communicates expectations between the Engager and the project team.  This could include such things as:

· What are the risks and assumptions? 

· What deliverables will the Engager be responsible for?
· What specific practices will be used (SDLC, Build Process, Peer Check-ins, Testing Approach, etc.)?
· How many hours, or percentage, will the Engager be committing to?
4. Non-Engagement Aspects
With an emphasis on providing tiered support, it is important to have an understood vision of what level of support the AO will provide in non-engagement scenarios (Tier 2: Consulted and Tier 3: Informed). For those projects where a Tier 1 Engagement does not exist, it will be the function of the Engagement Team providing Consulted and Informed support to champion established standards and best practices. A few ways this will be accomplished includes the following:
· Reference Application:  Pointing development staff to particular model examples of how to implement specific technical solutions.
· SDLC Website:
· Guiding project team members to specific references within the SDLC Web site.
· Continuing acceptance of QC artifact submissions.
· Tracking quality metrics via a dashboard (specifics TBD).
· Collaboration:
· DAWG - Referring project team members to other areas of the agency where successes are already being realized (fostering collaboration across teams). This would include:

· Leveraging successful ADC Office Architectures where they exist

· Consulting Senior Developers who promote agency best practices.
· Peer Evaluations – Leveraging various ITSD resources to augment the QA efforts. This will provide another set of expert eyes to help identify risks or deviations from standards.
· Training – Empower/deputize teams to conduct self-governance within their own teams, and to conduct cross-governance with other teams (addresses AO staffing limitations).
· Information Bulletins: Incorporating strong ties to particular technical solutions with documented standards in the various IBs (including working Reference Application models).
· Resources Index: A catalog, or library of external resources such as tutorials, reference manuals, user guides, FAQs, etc.
5. Risks and Assumptions
The following risks may be associated with implementing the QA Engagement Process.
Risks:

· The QA Engagement Team believes that the most significant risk to the Architecture Office with this proposal is the ability to have sufficient manpower to provide a high level of service. Care must be taken by the Engager’s initial assessment and with the Leadership & Planning team’s validation and approval to ensure that any given Engager resource is not over-extended. This could lead to negative impacts for the project and with the development teams.
· Engagements have not been implemented in this broad of a scope within the FSA; it will be a continuous learning process, with adjustments along the way. This could add an element in instability to the process similar to what happened with the earlier format of the QC Reviews.
· Some of the best practices that will be promoted have not been fully positioned as the defined standard for the agency, such as the Reference Build Process. This could produce some dissent among development teams to follow QA Engagement Team guidance in the absence of defined standards. The promoted best practices will be evolving on an ongoing basis.
· Tools to build and manage the compliance dashboard have not been identified.

· Expectations for Tier 3 training have not been determined.

The following assumptions may be associated with implementing the QA Engagement Process.
Assumptions:

· The ADC teams are in support of the new QA Engagements process.

6. Appendix

6.1 RACI Model
The RACI model is used to describe roles and responsibilities of team members in delivering a project or operating a process. It is useful in clarifying roles and responsibilities in cross-functional/departmental projects and processes.

The RACI model splits tasks into four participatory responsibility types (two of which are consolidated for the QA Engagement Process). These types (referred to as Tiers in the QA Engagement Process) are assigned to different roles in the project or process, making up the acronym RACI:

Responsible: Those who do work to achieve the task. There can be multiple resources responsible.

Accountable: The resource ultimately answerable for the correct and thorough completion of the task. 

Consulted: Those whose opinions are sought; two-way communication.

Informed: those who are kept up-to-date on progress; one-way communication.

The roles of Responsible and Accountable are consolidated into one Tier for the QA Engagement Process. Click here for more information on the RACI model.  
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