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TE TER Must do better

Those who can do. Those who can't 
teach. Those who can't teach teach 
teachers. Those who can't teach 
teachers set exams.

Funny? Not when inadequate exams and 
syllabuses harm careers, degrade testing 
and contribute to bad software that makes 
people's lives worse. Nobody and nothing 
is perfect, but the training and 
qualifications available to testers need to 
become a great deal closer to it than they 
have been so far. If as we are told 
continually testing as an industry is about 
to see explosive growth, the relationship 
between certification and practical testing 
ability will either become meaningful for 
the first time or disappear.

Editor
Edward Bishop

editor@professionaltester.com

Managing Director
Niels Valkering

ops@professionaltester.com

Art Director
Christiaan van Heest

art@professionaltester.com

Sales
Rikkert van Erp

advertise@professionaltester.com 

Publisher
Jerome H. Mol

publisher@professionaltester.com

 Subscriptions
subscribe@professionaltester.com

Contributors to this issue
The International Requirements 

Engineering Board (IREB)
Bogdan Stefan Bereza

Dion Johnson
Martin Mudge
Geoff Quentin

Devyani Borade

Contact

3

From the editor

We aim to promote editorial independence 
and free debate: views expressed by 
contributors are not necessarily those of 
the editor nor of the proprietors. 
©Professional Tester Inc 2011. 
All rights reserved. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced in any form 
without prior written permission. 
“Professional Tester” is a trademark of 
Professional Tester Inc.
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The effect of the latter does not bear 
thinking about. PT believes the many 
talented, committed authors and teachers 
working in and with both established 
and emerging training and certification 
providers can achieve the former. In this 
issue contributors seek ways of making
it happen soon.

Professional Tester is published 
by Professional Tester Inc
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The International Requirements 
Engineering Board (IREB) believes that 
every tester should have a working 
knowledge of requirements engineering 
and that the Certified Professional for 
Requirements Engineering (CPRE) 
qualifications it provides are ideal for 
testers. Assessing candidates fairly and 

effectively is a fundamental aim of their 
design. We explain here the examination 
formats and methods we are using to 
achieve this, and suggest that they could 
be appropriate also for the next generation 
of testing qualifications.

Deductive reasoning: 
the Foundation Level
The Foundation Level has been running
in three languages for nearly five years 
and its certificate has been awarded to 
more than 6,000 candidates. Its 
examination consists of 45 questions and 
lasts 75 minutes. The number of points 

by The International Requirements Engineering Board

Fair comment

Vocational exams affect careers and lives. 
They must be as fair as they can be 

IREB explains its 
assessment method

The future of testing certification
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“As the people who will design testing 
based upon them, testers should play a 
central role in the delivery of require-
ments, with special responsibility for 
making them testable”  

–professionaltester.com, July 2011



without requiring knowledge about the less 
obvious ones.

This is combated by type K questions (see 
figure 1) which invite the candidate to 
divide the items into two groups by 
marking each of them, for example, true or 
false. As in type P, m/n points are gained 
for each correctly marked item, and m/n 
points lost for each error. Again, the 
candidate is told the value of m. But the 
candidate is not told how many, if any, 
items are in each category. 

If the candidate does not know how to 
mark an item, there is nothing to choose 
between guessing or not. The chance of 
gaining points with a guess is the same as 
the chance of losing them: 50%. Not 
marking the item at all gains zero points 
so is equivalent to guessing. The only way 
the candidate can improve his or her 
chance of gaining sufficient points from 
such a question is to become confident 
about more of the items by learning more 
of the subject matter.

Jargon busting
Another challenge to fairness is the 
language in which the exam is set. Our 
statistics show that candidates whose first 
language is different are disadvantaged, 
even if their ability in the exam language is 
excellent and despite being allowed 15 
minutes extra. We suspect that the root of 
this problem is specialized terms. A native 
speaker recognizes these quickly as 
abstract and utilitarian; others find that 
harder and attempt to interpret them more 
literally, causing confusion.

As globalization in IT continues to grow, 
like many testers we are very interested in 
ways of working that are independent of 
natural language, both as requirements 
engineers and as an exam provider. Until 
those are found, we address the problem 
by publishing a comprehensive glossary 
and take care to ensure that it both 
defines and translates all specialized 
terms used in the syllabus and, especially, 
exam. At present the translation is 
between German and English only, but we 
plan to release French, Spanish, Brazilian 

that can be scored from a question varies 
depending on its difficulty. The pass mark 
is 60% of the total points available.

The exam includes three types of 
question. The first, called type A, is the 
familiar “multiple choice” format, with one 
correct answer to be chosen from 4 or 5 
possibilities. The correct answer scores 1 
or 2 points, depending on difficulty; a 
wrong answer scores zero.

This format works well for testing 
knowledge of simple facts, but not when 
the subject matter is less clear cut, which 
is often the case in RE as in testing. Using 
it with phrasing such as “which of these is 
the most important reason” or “which of 
these is the most likely to happen” asks 
the candidate to guess the subjective 
perception of the setter. This requires 
candidates to guess the answer, with 
success dependent on luck alone, so 
is unfair.

The solution we use, the type P question, 
has n correct answers where n is 1 or 2, 
and a maximum potential score of m 
points. Each correct selection scores m/n 
points. The candidate is given both values 
and can make any number of selections 
up to and including n.

For each incorrect selection, m/n points is 
deducted. However even if more incorrect 
than correct selections are made, the 
minimum score for the question is zero. 
Making more than n selections also 
scores zero.

The effect of deducting points for wrong 
selections – unusual in multiple choice 
exams – is that the wise candidate will 
select only those items which he or she is 
confident are correct. This reduces the 
unwanted luck factor and makes the 
question a fairer test of depth of 
understanding.

Special K
However type P questions can reward 
caution and reduce ambition. Selecting 
only the more obvious items might achieve 
the required 60% of available points 

Portuguese, Swedish and Polish versions 
soon, with more to follow, in order dictated 
by demand. It has been suggested that 
terms that are defined in the glossary are 
marked in some way in the exam paper, 
so that the candidate can identify them 
easily and check their definition in his or 
her first language. That might increase the 
benefit of the extra 15 minutes, helping to 
reduce disparity. Translation of the exam 
questions themselves, so that more 
candidates can sit an exam in their first 
language, is under way.

Open questions?
The greatest challenge for any 
examination board, and especially ones 
that provide vocational qualifications, is 
creating good questions. It's a very difficult 
and work-intensive task requiring a rare 
level of expertise and ability. However we 
believe that our goal of fair and effective 
assessment for all our candidates leaves 
no room for compromise in this area. The 
questions must be of the highest possible 
quality, making them precious and 
expensive. We could not have achieved 
reasonable time to market and cost to 
candidates without deriving maximum 
value from them, but reusing questions 
drawn from a relatively small pool risks 
unfairness caused by their illicit 
circulation.

So we take great care to maintain secrecy. 
All IREB members are invited to propose 
questions, but the actual creation and 
compilation is done by the four members 
of the exam working group: no-one else 
has access to exam material. Obviously 
the papers need to be tested, and this is 
done in controlled conditions with the 
participants being given sight of questions 
only as necessary. The certification bodies 
that facilitate the exams are bound to 
maintain appropriate security measures to 
keep papers confidential by contracts 
including prescribed penalties for failure. 
Marking is automated as far as possible, 
so that those performing it do not need to 
refer to the questions, with checking and 
auditing done by appointed individuals 
given access to them on a strict need-to-
know basis.

The future of testing certification
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It is essential that candidates understand 
fully the question formats and marking 
procedures, so we have published 
sufficient good examples of both, but our 
policy of maximizing the useful life of each 
question means there is as yet no official 
sample paper. To prevent that causing 
unfairness, it is vital that the questions and 
the syllabus are very closely related: we 
aim to ensure that all the knowledge 
required to achieve a perfect score is 
derivable from the syllabus and its 
references, making a sample paper 
unnecessary.

However our current policy might prove to 
be temporary. The pool of questions 
continues to grow and perhaps will reach 
the critical mass that enables us to release 
all of them, with answers, to the public 
domain. Any candidate who can memorize 
enough to pass an exam compiled from 
them will deserve to do so as that will be a 
lot more difficult than studying and 
understanding the syllabus material in the 
conventional way. This approach is used 
successfully in some schemes with large 
candidate numbers such as driving 
theory tests.

Home truths: 
the Advanced Level
CPRE-AL is not one syllabus and exam, 
but a number of alternative ones, so that 
the individual candidate can achieve the 
certification by learning and demonstrating 
knowledge of a sub-discipline of RE most 
relevant to his or her work. Two of these, 
Requirements Elicitation and 

Consolidation and Modeling have been 
released in German and are being 
translated to English. Business Analysis, 
Requirements Management and Product 
Planning are in development.

Assessment is in two parts: a multiple 
choice exam of the same format as the 
Foundation Level exam but with questions 
specific to the sub-discipline, followed by a 
practical task which we refer to as 
“homework”. This must describe a real 
project in which the candidate took part 
and be structured according to set tasks 
requiring explanation of the methods and 
approaches the candidate chose and 
used, analysis of their suitability or 
otherwise, discussion of lessons learned 
and planning for future improvement.

The candidate is allowed one year after 
passing the multiple choice exam to find a 
suitable project opportunity followed by 
free time to complete the homework: 
usually about two effort days. The 
candidate informs the certification body 
when these arrangements are in place, 
receives the assigned tasks and then has 
90 days to complete and submit the 
homework.

The homework is evaluated by an 
assessor accredited by IREB, who does 

not know the identity of the candidate, 
using a defined process and criteria. In 
case of any doubt whether the required 
standard has been achieved, the 
candidate is required to take part in a 
telephone conference with the assessor 
and an official of the certification body 
who interview him or her about the 
submission and make a final decision 
based on the answers given.

Blue sky thinking: 
the Expert Level
During 2011 and 2012 IREB is dedicating 
itself to consolidating, expanding and 
improving the Advanced Level materials. 
The experience and information gained in 
doing this will form essential input to the 
development of CPRE-EL, so we have 
decided to do no work on that until we 
consider AL to be complete and 
successful. We expect and hope however 
that EL will include further innovations, as 
always with the goal of effective and fair 
assessment. How should a candidate be 
required to demonstrate knowledge and 
skills in order to be certified as a 
requirements expert? We invite individuals 
and organizations involved with systems 
development, especially testing, and 
educators, to contribute ideas and 
opinions. Now is the time to idealize: 
pragmatism can be left for later 

The future of testing certification
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IREB e.V. was founded in 2006 by requirements engineering experts from science, 
research, business and consulting. For detailed information about its work including 
syllabuses and accredited training providers see http://ireb.org

Figure 1: example type K question
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needed to do this for my career, therefore 
I believe that its providers must know 
what they're talking about to at least 
some extent, even though what I learned 
hasn't helped me to do my own work as 
much as I thought it might”.

Wherever on this spectrum one stands, 
it would be very hard to argue that no 
potential for improvement exists. The 
certification bodies are commercial 
organizations operating in a capitalist 
world, where the usual way to bring about 
improvement is to encourage competition 
and a free market. However they have 
made large investments in developing 
intellectual property and capturing market 
share. One can't blame them for wanting 
to protect their business. But is that 
compatible with the function of something 
that resembles an educational institution 
and which, through growth in the 
popularity and recognition of its offerings, 
can attain a position of something 
resembling authority and have influence 
on industry, society and even 
government?

My concern is that the rules and 
constraints imposed on customers, 
partners and competitors of some of the 
leading providers tend to stifle 
development, creativity and innovation. 
In this article I will seek a solution.

What we need: 
unification and clarity
Software engineering is an unusually 
wide discipline. Civil engineers build 
buildings, roads and bridges, automotive 
engineers build vehicles and so on. 
Software engineers build everything, 
including all these things and the tools 
used to build them.

Some of the skills and knowledge 
software people need can be expressed 

Nobody sensible would argue that any 
of the various certifications available in 
testing and related disciplines required for 
software development are perfect. Widely 
varying opinion is expressed about each 
one of them. Many believe it has 
achieved much and brought benefit. 
Others despise it and are convinced it is 
actually harming the people who achieve 
it, the industries in which they work, and 
the users of their products.

Perhaps the majority is more ambivalent 
and thinks something like “I was told I 

by Bogdan Stefan Bereza

Open accreditation 
for better certification

There is potential for improvement
in testing-related qualifications 
but insufficient room for it

Bogdan Stefan Bereza 
suggests how innovation 
can be enabled
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generically. But in a field containing such 
a vast number of domains, that has been 
attempted in many different ways by 
different people. Each of them, viewed in 
isolation, can bear a dangerous 
resemblance to common sense. It's 
possible to be deceived into trying to 
apply them generally with disastrous 
consequences. Understanding how to 
adapt them to any specific situation 
becomes a field of study in itself. Hence 
one of the necessary aims of a 
certification body: to establish some 
common terminology and sensible 
compromise, helping to make sense of an 
explosive diversity of ideas, terms and 
acronyms.

Furthermore, software engineering is 
particularly badly understood by those 
outside it. Even the casually interested 
know the difference between a materials 
scientist, an architect and a bricklayer. But 
software builders are all thought of as 
“developers” or “programmers” (if they are 
thought of at all). It's still necessary for 
software requirements engineers, systems 
architects and testers to fight for the right 
to do their job and be listened to. This is 
the second reason to have certification 
bodies: to provide serious-looking 
backing, promoting and defending the 
recognition and status of these and other 
under-appreciated roles.

Finally, and perhaps most important, the 
syllabuses issued by certification bodies 
should provide a basis, however small, for 
understanding and defining their subject. 
Without someone being prepared to 
systematize, formalize and stand by their 
description of it, others have no way to 
know what is known or how to write down 
what they themselves know so that it can 
be taught to practitioners.

What we get: 
monopoly and obfuscation
So I think certification bodies are needed, 
and I respect them: indeed as a trainer I 
have worked closely with several, with no 
regrets. But some bodies, and I will name 
no names, have done and continue to do 
things I think questionable. For example:

syllabuses are highly prescriptive, 
restricting what and how the trainer 
can teach severely. They consist of 
one version of theory presented as 
the only one that exists, opinion 
disguised as fact, and practically no 
requirement or help to develop 
practical, applicable skills

procedures by which examination 
questions are set and marked are not 
disclosed or are shockingly vague and 
unhelpful to trainers and candidates, 
containing statements like “questions 
can be drawn from this syllabus, lower 
level syllabuses of the scheme, their 
references (long lists of books, 
proceedings, papers and websites) 
and expected practical experience”. 
This means that virtually any question 
and answer is possible. In some cases, 
the accreditation and certification rules 
themselves are kept secret

candidates are not allowed to sit 
public examinations without attending 
an accredited course, or those exams 
are provided rarely and at high cost

accreditation of new training providers 
appears unnecessarily byzantine, 
difficult, expensive and slow. In some 
cases it's close to impossible: in one, 
every aspiring trainer must first find a 
placement working (without pay) for 
an already-accredited provider which 
has no reason to assist potential 
competitors. Of course standards 
must be maintained. But is that best 
achieved by what could be viewed 
as a closed cartel?

It's common for senior figures in the 
certification body to be involved also in 
training provider businesses based on it. 
That's natural in some ways: the same 
skills are needed by both and are not in 
plentiful supply. But, rightly or not, 
mistakes like these lead to suspicion 
about motives and conflicts of interest.

Where we should go from here
It should be easier for new certification 
schemes and training providers to 

emerge, especially those built on domain 
experience and new ideas that can 
provide more benefit to learners, industry 
and software users. I do not oppose any 
of the established certification bodies: 
they will and should continue to serve the 
customers who choose them, and would 
cause no harm if more choice existed. But 
some of them have been allowed to 
snowball to the point where they prevent 
that. While there is nothing to stop anyone 
launching their own scheme, there is no 
way to get it recognized or accredited in 
any meaningful way in a distorted market 
where one organization is perceived as 
the only important authority. This should 
change, and I believe it will. Here are my 
suggestions of how to go about making 
that happen.

1. Have an independent, qualified body 
with no commercial or other interest 
accredit new schemes, general or 
niche, not for conformance with what 
exists but for quality in their own right. 
The obvious candidates for this role 
are academic institutions such as 
universities: for most schemes it will 
not be difficult to find one with 
appropriate expertise in the subject 
matter. Standards will improve fast as 
a “pure” education/research 
organization will scrutinize material 
more rigorously and objectively than 
can ever the commercial concern that 
created it. It can also provide 
examinations which are truly 
independent of training providers, 
something which is currently rare. 
Some commercial certification bodies 
are already working and building links 
with universities, usually to help them 
with examination design etc. This trend 
is to be encouraged.

2. As new accredited certifications and 
related training become available, work 
to change attitudes within software and 
service supplier organizations and their 
parents. HR departments especially 
need to be weaned off the lazy “follow 
the leader” approach and made to 
realize that alternatives may be better 
aligned with the needs and objectives 
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of various sections of their staff and 
that there may even be opportunities 
to take part in developing them. 
Educators given the opportunity would 
apply their effort to understanding 
their end users and producing better 
content rather than on meeting 
onerous requirements imposed by a 
third party which does not have that 
understanding.

3. Work to make purchasing organizations 
including government aware of the 
growing diversity of certifications until 
they realize at last that they have been 
mis-sold the requirement for the 
“leading” established ones as a kind of 
insurance with no real value. 
Encourage them to instruct their 
contractors to revisit staffing and 
subcontracting policy accordingly.

Ultimately, we can hope that the largest 
purchasers, including multinationals and 
government, will become interested in 

how various certification schemes can be 
compared, and support the development 
of national or international mechanisms to 
standardize how they are accredited by 
the academic institutions.

So let's get started (again)
Change like this won't happen overnight, 
but has already begun. For example 
during 2007-2009 the Polish Japanese 
Institute of Information Technology set up 
an appropriate organizational structure 

and in a pilot project accredited three 
certified courses, in test design, 
automation and management, created by 
my company, VictO. The project did not 
succeed commercially but we learned a 
lot, especially about creating and 
managing independent examinations, 
perhaps the most challenging aspect. It's 
time to try again. If you are interested in 
new certifications in testing and related 
disciplines, whatever form that interest 
may take, please get in touch 

Bogdan Stefan Bereza (bogdan.s.bereza@victo.eu) is a testing consultant, speaker 
and trainer and a long-time contributor to Professional Tester. He is the proprietor of 
VictO. The views expressed in this article are entirely personal and do not represent 
those of any organization
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automated testing community regarding 
what the most important skills are and is 
based on the wealth of knowledge and 
experience of leading professionals 
including the TABOK board.

The TABOK Guidebook, which expands 
on the skill set and is a more detailed 
resource to help with understanding the 
TABOK, was published in late 2010.

The TABOK certification is evidence of a 
person's knowledge and skill with respect 
to the TABOK. The examination, which is 
simply an independent assessment of 
that knowledge and skill, was first held in 
May 2011. Five of the seven candidates 
were successful. The second exam will 
take place at the 2011 Verify/ATI 
conference and we hope that afterwards 
the number of certified people will reach 
double figures.

How and why was the TABOK 
qualification first envisaged and started 
and what is its mission?

The need was first identified by recruiters 
and managers, including myself, who 
found that existing qualifications were no 
guide to how effective a person would 
prove to be at test automation work. The 
focus of general testing qualifications, 
even advanced ones, is on manual 
testing and without a hands-on 
component their examinations assess 
little more than ability to memorize 
information. Tool-specific automation 
qualifications demonstrate ability to 
exercise features of one tool, not skills 
and knowledge that are transferable to 
other tools: in fact in my experience 
people with those become more effective 
at using a tool which is new to them than 
those trained in it. Neither type of 
qualification gives organizations sufficient 
help in identifying suitable resources.

Professional Tester: The TABOK 
certification is very new. What is its 
history and how many people hold it?

Dion Johnson: The Test Automation 
Body of Knowledge, a tool-neutral skill set 
designed to help test automation 
professionals, organizations and tool 
providers, evolved from training courses 
and presentations around 2005 and was 
published officially (see http://tinyurl. 
com/435h9kh) by the Automated Testing 
Institute in 2008. It asserts that there is a 
core level of competency, defined in 12 
skill categories, that will allow a test 
automator to use any tool effectively. The 
content reflects the views of the broad 

Talk about TABOK

Automated testing is separate from manual 
testing and requires specific certification

PT was excited to hear 
recently of an automated 
testing certification which 
tests practical skills yet 
is not tool-specific. We 
asked Dion Johnson 
of TABOK for the details
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The TABOK certification is about the 
skills rather than the tool while still 
requiring demonstrated proficiency in 
putting the skills into practice. It is 
intended to provide automators with a 
good way to market and improve their 
ability and organizations and recruiters 
with an effective approach to assessing it.

We hope also that the certification will 
benefit the tool market and automated 
testing as a whole. At present learners 
are attracted to certain tools not because 
they are the most suitable for the work 
they wish to do but because they have 
a large installed base. Organizations then 
tend to choose those tools, again for a 
wrong reason: because more people are 
available with specific knowledge of them 
than of alternatives. If TABOK can shift 
the focus from tools to skills, it will free 
people to evaluate more widely and help 
to level the playing field, opening up 
opportunities for more tools, commercial 
and otherwise, with or without specific 
certification available.

The TABOK exam includes four types of 
question: true/false, multiple choice, short 
answer, long answer/calculation and 
hands-on scripting. What do you see as 
the advantages of each type? What 
knowledge or abilities is each used 
to verify?

We want to certify people who can 
produce deliverables and solve problems 
in a range of ways rather than having too-
narrow modes of thinking and working. 
The examination is deliberately long 
(six hours in total) and varied so that to 
do well on it the candidate must be able 
to adapt to situations and use a range 
of approaches.

Forty true/false and multiple choice 
questions are used to check not 
memorized knowledge but understanding. 
We intend that a candidate can find the 
right answer by logic and deduction. 
Although the entire exam is closed book, 
necessary information is provided within 
or alongside questions. We do not 
consider ability to memorize and recall 

very important because in the workplace 
there is constant use of resources to 
enable us to concentrate on more 
important aspects of the task at hand: 
for example, the syntax help provided 
by a tool when editing a test script. That 
general principle applies in all 
components of the exam.

In test automation challenges arise that 
can be viewed and met in more than one 
way. It's not always possible or desirable 
for questions to have defined right or 
wrong solutions. Furthermore an 
automator, like any tester, must be able 
to produce suitable deliverables and 
communicate well. Therefore we use 
written answer questions designed to 
allow the candidate to gain marks for 
critical analysis, intelligence of approach, 
reasoning and coherent explanation. 
Fifteen of these require short answers 
and five longer answers in the form of an 
essay or calculation, for example of time 
and resources required to achieve a 
defined objective or the return on 
investment of automating it, performed 
according to algorithms defined in the 
TABOK Guidebook or its references.

The hands-on scripting component 
assesses capability to implement the 
knowledge and skills identified in the 
TABOK in a simulated but realistic 
situation.

For the hands-on component the 
candidate chooses a tool and language 
to use. Who decides whether a 
nominated tool is eligible? 

The certification board, based on its 
assessment of whether the tool used is 
compatible with the aims and imple-
mentation of the hands-on exam. 
Although the TABOK is completely tool-
neutral the TABOK certification is not: 
the candidate must choose from a range 
of supported tools. This is due to 
practical considerations including the 
need to recruit people with the expertise 
needed to mark the work the candidate 
produces. Selenium, VBScript, Watir and 
WebUI Test Studio are currently 

available. We hope this list will grow 
quickly as we are constantly evaluating 
new tools and languages and talking to 
their providers.

These are all web testing tools (although 
the latest versions of Test Studio also 
support Windows Presentation 
Foundation so “WebUI” has been 
dropped from its name). Does that imply 
that the software to be tested provided in 
the exam is always a web application? 

Yes, at present the hands-on exam 
requires scripting and testing of HTML-
based applications only. We don't see 
that as a serious limitation because it 
can be just as challenging as testing on 
other platforms: in many cases more so 
because the user interface object 
behaviour of web applications tends to 
be so very dynamic. We aim for neutrality 
regarding platforms as for tools and take 
great care that the skills TABOK develops 
and assesses are transferable.

Nevertheless, as we add support for new 
tools it will become possible in the near 
future to use applications of other types 
in the exam. Discussions are already 
quite advanced regarding, for example, 
Java.

Has the board decided any tools are 
not eligible?

Yes, some have been disallowed. For 
the exam to work and be fair to all 
candidates a certain degree of 
commonality of concept between all the 
tools is needed. That's not a material 
problem because we have not yet seen 
any truly new paradigms, but some 
specialized or emerging tools do not 
have all the features and capabilities 
necessary to complete the tasks set by 
the exam in a way that enables the 
required assessment of the candidate's 
ability. We do not close the door 
permanently but will continue to assess 
such tools as they develop.

So the disallowed ones were not yet 
powerful enough?
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In some cases, but that really depends 
how one looks at them. For example, 
one of them is extremely automatic and 
easy to use. It would enable too much of 
the set tasks to be performed without 
requiring the skills the exam is designed 
to assess. Ability to use it would not be 
transferable to other tools so we cannot 
certify that ability under TABOK. The 
provider of the tool has told us that 
forthcoming versions will add lower-level 
configurability and script creation and 
editing. We may then decide to support 
the tool by designing new, suitable exam 
tasks that force the candidate to use 
those features in ways corresponding 
to the “normal” ways of working with 
other tools.

How is the candidate provided with the 
tool of his or her choice? Do candidates 
use their own laptops?

It depends on the venue. We will often 
be able to provide workstations but in 
other cases, for example the forthcoming 
exam held in a conference venue, 
candidates will be asked to bring laptops. 
We provide the candidate with a cloud 
virtual machine which they access using 
their web browser, with the tool and the 
applications to be tested installed and 
ready. At present the VMs are Windows 
environments, but this approach will 
enable us to provide exams using other 
platforms and even architectures in the 
future if demand exists.

How do you guard against personal 
laptops containing other resources to 
help the candidate illicitly in the exam?

We can't currently envisage any resource 
that would help the candidate to cheat 
successfully. The low emphasis on 
memorized knowledge means textbooks, 
cribsheets etc are of little value. If the 
candidate is not able to produce the 
required scripts using only what is 
provided, attempting to synthesize them 
by any means of which we are aware,
eg prewritten code libraries, templates 
or code generators, would take much 
longer than the three hours allowed to 

complete eight different tasks. 
Nevertheless the invigilator requires the 
candidate to work only within the remote 
environment and leaving it to access any 
local resource is not allowed.

What about the application to be tested? 
Where does it come from?

We are currently using two, both created 
internally specifically for the purposes of 
the exam. They are fairly simple to avoid 
difficulties that might disrupt the 
candidate in unintended ways. We intend 
to create more, and possibly to use real 
third-party applications to help contain 
costs as we aim to expand the choice 
of tools and platforms available 
to candidates.

Could reusing applications for multiple 
exams, or using external ones, cause 
danger of unfairness as some candidates 
know about them in advance?

That's not really a concern because the 
structure of the hands-on exam focuses 
on ability to produce scripts. It does not 
require any element of surprise and the 
tasks do not aim to catch candidates out.

It is intended that they should be 
comfortable in their work and given every 
opportunity to demonstrate the required 
skills and knowledge. Prior familiarity 
with the application being tested gives 
no significant advantage or opportunity 
to prepare for the exam.

Can you tell us something about how 
the candidate's performance is marked? 

Someone very proficient in the tool and 
language used examines the scripts 
produced line-by-line at code level. In 
many cases the tool provider is asked 
to give expert assistance. For example, 
Telerik staff will help with marking the 
work of candidates who used WebUI 
Test Studio. 

Is it enough that the scripts produced 
run, or is their potential to detect defects 
assessed also?

That potential is considered very 
important and is taken account of in 
marking. In fact, the application tested 
contains defects deliberately, to give 
candidates the opportunity to detect and 
report them.

Professional Tester has criticized the 
concept of bug-hunting challenges in 
testing exams, including on the grounds 
that defects, once seen, are very easy to 
remember and may be communicated by 
past candidates to future ones, causing 
unfairness. Could that be a danger?

Yes, a candidate with knowledge of 
some of the defects going into the exam 
would have an advantage and may gain 
extra marks. However those would not 
be sufficient to allow a candidate without 
the required ability to pass. The bulk of 
marks is awarded for the scripts 
themselves, including their robustness, 
efficiency, maintainability and potential 
to find all defects, not for finding or 
writing scripts that find the seeded ones.

The TABOK Guidebook focuses on 
system testing. Could the concept be 
expanded in the future to include other 
testing types, eg non-functional, and/or 
levels, eg component, integration, 
acceptance?

Yes, there have been discussions, 
especially about performance and 
security testing automation, but as yet 
there is no defined roadmap.

One of the biggest challenges for any 
new certification is gaining recognition 
in industry, especially among employers. 
It's especially difficult in Europe, where 
business leaders and HR departments 
find it hard to see past “established” 
schemes with large numbers of people 
already certified. Can you report any 
successes so far?

Helping organizations to identify suitable 
resources more effectively is a key aim 
of TABOK and the certification, and our 
strategy very much reflects that. Some 
of the best-known people in test 
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automation, with strong industry links, 
sit on or support the TABOK and 
certification boards and we are working 
hard to increase visibility and make and 
maintain productive contacts. We are in 
talks with organizations who have 
already embraced the TABOK skill set 
regarding training and certifying their 
employees as part of their internal 
career development programmes, and 
with other acknowledged test automation 
experts worldwide. We're also seeking 
ATI affiliates, especially in Europe, to 
help us get our message out and 
possibly provide training and exams in 
more locations.

TABOK has stringent external 
prerequisites, including 36 months 
experience in software QA, 12 months 
in automated testing, and a current or 
recent job in SQA. What about entry-
level candidates looking for their first job, 
or experienced testers trying to advocate 
more automated testing within their 
organization, creating new roles for 
themselves? Is it possible, in the future, 
that training will be available that can be 
substituted for this experience and will 
take less time?

No, we believe that these amounts of 
experience are a necessary part of 
ensuring that TABOK certification is 
really meaningful and trusted by 
recruiting and purchasing organizations 
and I don't think they will ever be eased. 
However we do want to include people in 
the situations you describe by offering a 
lower level qualification, perhaps a 
“certificate” rather than “certification”, 
based on knowledge and with lower 
experience requirements. This is still 
being planned but we hope it may be 
available as early as 2012. It is intended 
to help candidates to market their skills 
and secure opportunities to gain the 
working experience needed for full 
TABOK certification.

“Software QA” and “automated testing” 
can have loose definitions and 
meaningful experience in them can be 
hard to verify. Since you see it as so 

important, how do you ensure it is 
genuine?

Obviously there is a limit to what we can 
do. Many candidates will be associated 
with organizations with whom we can 
check facts with confidence. Others may 
be able to slip through the net, but we 
don't think they'd pass anyway. Test 
automation is a difficult discipline and the 
TABOK exam, especially in its written-
answer questions, is intended to demand 
demonstration of understanding that can 
come only from sufficient real experience 
and not from study alone.

Another frequent criticism of testing 
exams is that they do not define their 
boundaries adequately, so can include 
very unpredictable questions making 
successful teaching and learning difficult. 
The ATI website states that the TABOK 
Guidebook “may also be used by 
engineers as a self-study guide” for the 
certification, but that it “should not be 
construed as a single resource for all 
topics that will be addressed on the 
certification exam”. Does any resource 
exist that does define what can be on 
the exam, eg a syllabus or exam 
regulations?

Yes, the TABOK itself does that and is 
the syllabus. The statement that the 
Guidebook is not a single resource for all 
topics means it does not contain or teach 
how to derive answers to all the 
questions that can be in the exam. The 
Guidebook (including its references) is 
currently the best learning resource for 
candidates, and its second edition will 
include more detailed information about 
the scope and structure of the exam with 
example questions. The board is also 
working on a further study guide which 
will be more closely aligned to what can 
be on the exam.

But we won't limit the scope of the 
exam. That could delegitimize the 
certification because test automation is 
a varied discipline and the experience, 
influence and ideas of candidates will 
and should differ. Questions that ask for 

absolute knowledge that some 
candidates are not aware they are 
expected to have could be considered 
unfair by some, but we aim to avoid that 
situation completely by focusing on 
operational ability. The true/false and 
multiple choice questions are designed 
with the intention that a candidate with 
sufficient experience will find the right 
answer regardless of the situations in 
which that experience was gained. The 
written answer questions ask the 
candidate to propose and justify 
solutions to a problem and are marked 
for approach and reasoning rather than 
agreement with any “expected” answer. 
The hands-on element however is 
limited, by a combination of the TABOK 
and the features of the tool used. The 
scripting language, after all, is 
absolutely formally defined.

What are your targets for growth, 
particularly with regard to offering the 
exam to more people in more places?

That will be driven by demand: the exam 
can be held almost anywhere enough 
people want to sit it. We're certain of the 
need for a certification like TABOK and 
determined that it will meet that need. 
On the other hand it is for people with 
advanced, specialized skills. Being 
positive, all indications seem to be that 
requirement for those skills will increase 
fast in coming years. We'll be grateful to 
PT readers who contact us to express 
their interest as that will help with 
planning and decision making.

To retain the certification, its holder 
must do a minimum number of specified 
things every four years. Some are based 
on activities at work, some on gaining 
other education (eg “read an article”) 
and some on industry contributions (eg 
“contributed a forum post”). The first 
category seems potentially rather cruel: 
a person who loses their job or role 
through no fault of their own may 
become less qualified to get a new one. 
The relevance of the others seems 
questionable, and they are open to easy 
abuse anyway. How do you react to 
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Dion Johnson is a TABOK advisory board member and managing editor of the TABOK 
Guidebook, available from http://tinyurl.com/3drfe56. For more information about TABOK 
visit http://tabokcertification.com. Interview by Edward Bishop

these criticisms? As the number of 
certificate holders grows, isn't TABOK 
going to create a terrible administrative 
burden for itself in verifying the evidence 
for these activities?

Provided they keep up an active interest 
in test automation, holders can retain 
the certification easily even if their 
employment during the four years does 
not qualify. Significant credit is given 
for a range of other activities in the 
discipline such as participating in 
training or helping to implement a 
new tool.

The relevance and veracity of all the 
activities claimed will be subject to 
checks and we are confident that the 
task can be managed. A renewal fee, 
kept as affordable as possible, will be 
charged to fund it as we think requiring 
these activities is essential to 
maintaining, in hiring and buying 
organizations, real confidence in the 
certification. That is achieved by 
certification holders being effective and 
successful in their workplaces, and 
allowing them to market rusty or out-of-
date skills and knowledge using the 
qualification would work against 
ensuring that. Every holder of the 
certification will understand and 
appreciate the importance of acting to 
ensure all other holders represent it well.

On that subject, TABOK publishes a 
code of ethics for certificate holders, 
requiring them for example to “maintain 
integrity and loyalty in dealing with 
clients, customers and employers” and 
“always seek first to understand, then be 
understood”. Stipulations of this kind are 
unusual in testing qualifications that 
originated in Europe, although we have 
seen something similar applied to 
schemes that teach potentially 
dangerous skills such as “ethical 
hacking”, and frankly I find them a little 
difficult to take seriously. Please will you 
explain why I should, why the board 
thinks them necessary, and how they 
are enforced?

We know we can't control the attitude or 
morals of certification holders, but it is 
necessary to define some standards and 
rules to provide grounds, in case they 
are ever needed, to remove the certifi-
cation from someone whose extremely 
bad behaviour would bring it into 
disrepute. In writing and publishing them 
we saw an opportunity to express belief 
in and encourage what we consider 
good values and conduct that can 
contribute, even if in a small way, to 
making life better. Why not take it? 
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used in a primitive way: it was like banging 
in a nail with a smartphone. I started to 
wonder if I could make Excel do more. My 
first faltering experiments became more 
complex and before long I realized it could 
automate this task and the one that would 
follow it, merging the inputs and outcomes 
with test procedures for execution. 
Including the time taken to set it up to do 
so, I completed both tasks 30-50% faster 
than I could have otherwise, with better 
defect-finding potential and greatly 
reduced risk of mistakes including missed 
coverage. Here's a simple worked 
example to show you how to do it. The 
complete workbook can be downloaded 
from http://bgfd.in/njgxtV.

Credit cruncher
Imaginaryloan.com is a fictitious provider 
of 25-year fixed-rate repayment 
mortgages. It is a conservative lender but 
has a partner, the Dodgy Deal Company 
(DDC) which will accept more risk. We are 
to test a function of the Imaginaryloan. 
com website that gives the user an instant 
decision in principle. It takes as input the 
applicant's age, the price of the property 
and the number of bedrooms it contains 
(all entered by the user) and the 
applicant's credit score (obtained from an 
external web service).

The user's inputs are validated, and the 
credit score retrieved, when the 
application form is submitted. Testing the 
validation is not in current scope and we 
can assume that:

Age of applicant is a positive integer 
less than 121
Price of property is a positive integer 
less than 1,000,000
Number of bedrooms is a positive 
integer less than 100
Credit score is a letter between 
A (best) and E (worst).

Most testers use Excel, for example to 
store test inputs, calculate expected 
outcomes or analyse results. I use it to 
create test cases and procedures, for both 
manual and automated execution.

Some time ago I worked as a senior test 
engineer at a UK building society using a 
very formal test implementation process. 
Test inputs were compiled in Excel then 
merged with test procedures at execution 
time. I was shown the method, assigned 
some requirements, and set about 
entering data.

After a time I stopped. The work was 
incredibly boring but more importantly very 
prone to error. A powerful tool was being 

by Martin Mudge

Sheet lightning

Automatic test production using 
Microsoft Excel

Martin Mudge presents 
a two-part tutorial
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Interest rate (%)
Total interest (€)
Total repayment (€)
Monthly repayment (€)

If decision is “no”:
Reason for decision: “property price”, 
“applicant's age”, “number of bedrooms” or 
“more than one reason”

The requirements for the function include 
the algorithm to be used:

IF 70,000 < price of property < 175,000 
AND 24 < age of applicant < 60 AND 2 < 
number of bedrooms < 8: decision is “yes”, 
lender is “imaginaryloan.com”

IF 10,000 < price of property < 300,000 
AND 17 < age of applicant < 70 AND 0 < 
number of bedrooms < 13: decision is 
“yes”, lender is “DDC”

IF 10,000 < price of property < 300,000: 
decision is “no”, reason is “property price”*

IF 18 > age of applicant > 69: decision is 
“no”, reason is “applicant's age”*

IF 0 < number of bedrooms < 13: decision 
is “no”, reason is “number of bedrooms”*

* if more than one of these conditions is 
true: decision is “no”, reason is “more than 
one reason”

If the decision is “yes”, calculate output 
values as follows:

1. Select an interest rate according to the 
applicant's age:
Age 18-24 inclusive: 1.5%. 25-31: 1.6%. 
32-39: 1.7%. 40-45: 1.8%. 46-51: 1.9%. 
52-60: 2%. 61-69: 2.5%

2. Adjust if necessary for number of 
bedrooms:
<3: subtract 0.5%. >5: add 1.25%

3. Adjust if necessary for credit score:
A: subtract 2% 
B: subtract 1% 
D: add 3% 
E: add 6%

When the form is submitted the following 
outputs are displayed:

Decision: “yes” or “no”

If decision is “yes:”
Lender: “imaginaryloan.com” or “DDC”

Figure 1: The test cases worksheet

Figure 2: The coverage worksheet

Test preparation
 

19PT - October 2011 - professionaltester.com 



4. Calculate the following:
total interest = price of property × 
interest rate × 25
total amount to be repaid = price of 
property + total interest
monthly repayment = total amount to 
be repaid ÷ 300

The test cases worksheet
We will start by creating simple formulae 
to generate a random set of inputs in a 
column in Excel (see figure 1):

Age: 
=RANDBETWEEN(18,69)

Price:
=RANDBETWEEN(10000,300000)

Bedrooms: 
=RANDBETWEEN(1,12)

Credit score: 
=IF((B12=1),"A",IF((B12=2),"B",IF((B12=3)
,"C",IF((B12=4),"D","E")))) where cell B12 
contains=RANDBETWEEN(1,5)

With these input sets, the mortgage 
decision will always be “yes”. To create 
sets to give “no”, for the various reasons 
defined in the algorithm, modify the 
formulae to generate values in the other 
partitions, controlled by “switching” values 
at the top of the column.

Age:
=IF((B3="yes"),RANDBETWEEN(18,69),(I
F((RAND()>0.5),RANDBETWEEN(70,120)
,RANDBETWEEN(1,17))))

Price: 
=IF((B4="yes"),RANDBETWEEN(10000,3
00000),(IF((RAND()>0.5),RANDBETWEE
N(1,9999),RANDBETWEEN(300001,9999
99))))

Bedrooms: 
=IF((B5="yes"),RANDBETWEEN(1,12),(IF
((RAND()>0.5),0,RANDBETWEEN(12,99))
))

Credit score: 
=IF(B6="IM",IF((B12=1),"A",IF((B12=2),"B"
,IF((B12=3),"C","D"))),"E")

It is now a simple matter to add more 
formulae to display the expected outcome 
of the test case, then to duplicate the 
column to create as many more test cases 
as desired and use the switching values 
systematically to cover all the output 
partitions (see figure 1). Making the cells 
containing the switching values drop-down 
lists makes this operation more 
convenient, or it could be automated too, 
by replacing them with formulae that 
implement a functional test technique.

The coverage worksheet
Because the input values are random 
rather than systematic, understanding the 
coverage of input partitions achieved by 
a set of test cases is less simple. I do it 
using a second worksheet (figure 2) with 
a breakdown of the input partitions in rows 
cross referenced with the input values in 
the test cases worksheet. Where the 
partitions are parts of a numerical range, 
a formula like this is used to display X 
against the partitions covered by a 
test case:

=IF((AND(('Test cases'!B8>18),('Test 
cases'!B8<$25))),"X","")

Doing the same for other partition types, 
such as the credit score, is even simpler:

=IF('Test cases'!B11=A28,"X","")

An additional row at the bottom of the 
worksheet counts the number of Xs 
displayed for each test case: there should 
be one per input. This simple check will 
detect most data and formula entry errors:

=IF(COUNTIF(B4:B32,"X")=4,"OK",
"Error")

A very similar formula is used to display 
the number of times each input partition is 
covered in a column to the right:

=COUNTIF(B4:E4,"X")

Conditional formatting can be used to 
highlight discrepancies and any 
insufficiently covered input partition. To 
correct the latter, more test cases are 
added, either manually using absolute 
values or by using adapted versions of the 
relevant formulae to generate ones that 
cover the necessary input partition but are 
randomized on others  

Martin Mudge is director of BugFinders (http://bugfinders.com), a new resource for 
testers including training videos and (soon) an online bug tracking tool, all free to use. 
He has held various testing roles up to senior management level, and started Test 
People Recruitment (http://testpeople.co.uk) 

Next: Part 2: generating test procedures for manual and automated execution

PT - October 2011 - professionaltester.com 20

Test preparation



http://professionaltester.com//link/clicks.asp?type=WebHomePage&adid=3&link=pt11-seapine2


Section 4
Activities in the acquisition process
Section 5.1 of ISO/IEC 12207 identifies the 
tasks of the acquirer of a system, software 
product or software service, organized into 
five activities. All the tasks are significant 
to the tester working within the acquirer 
domain and the CTP requires that all are 
carried out and that all work performed in 
doing so be recorded in a log forming part 
of the project documentation. Project 
management considers each entry and 
decides whether to react to it, take it into 
account but take no action, or ignore it. The 
CTP requires that this decision is recorded 
against every entry in the log.

Initiation
The first two activities of the Generic Test 
Process (see section 2), GTP1 Test status 
reporting and GTP2 Create the test strategy 
are carried out. The quantified business 
objectives and benefits are recorded in the 
test traceability management system. 
Critical success indicators (1.4.1) and 
potential quality control points (1.4.2) within 
both the acquisition and supply (12207 5.2) 
processes are also recorded. Test activities 
to be done during supplier monitoring 
(12207 5.1.4, see below) are planned, 
which may require review of various 
source documents.

Request-for-proposal preparation
GTP3 Create the test plan and GTP4 
Perform test analysis begin. The RFP is 
reviewed to show that it contains everything 
needed to conduct testing during contract 
preparation and update, supplier monitoring 
and acceptance and completion (12207 
5.1.3-5.1.5, see below). Critical functions of 

 

4.1

4.2

Professional Testerʼs exclusive 
publication of Geoff Quentinʼs 
formal, rigorous, standards- 
based method for testing any 
new software-based system

the item to be supplied are identified and 
analysed in sufficient detail to enable the 
creation of detailed test plans and test 
conditions relating to their critical attributes.

Contract preparation
GTP3 is completed with the establishment 
of commencement and completion criteria 
for acceptance testing. The CTP requires 
that the test strategy and high-level 
acceptance test plan are prepared for 
review then reviewed by both acquirer 
and supplier.

GTP4 continues and GTP5 Design tests 
begins. Tests are specified to sufficient 
detail to make them executable by the 
people or tools that will do so. This will 
usually continue throughout the next 
activity, supplier monitoring, but the more 
that can be done before that begins the 
better as leaving tests undefined at this 
stage risks their proving more difficult to 
design and execute than expected later, 
disrupting plans and schedules.

The CTP requires that every attribute of the 
item to be supplied cited in the contract is 
traceable, justified, quantified and shown to 
be economically testable.

Supplier monitoring
GTP4 and GTP5 are completed, producing 
comprehensive test scripts and/or ready-to-
use acceptance test cases.

GTP6 Schedule execution of tests begins. 
Critical sequences of test scripts and tests 
of complete business processes are 
created and recorded. GTP7 Run tests 
begins in order to test these.

Acceptance and completion
GTP6 is completed with the scheduling of 
the acceptance tests and GTP7 with their 
execution. If the earlier activities have been 
carried out correctly this activity will be 
uneventful. The acceptance tests will be for 
contract termination not defect detection 

4.3

4.4

4.5

by Geoff Quentin

CTP6
Part six – applying the Consolidated Testing process
to ISO/IEC 12207’s acquisition process

Next Conclusion: key points and messages of the Consolidated Testing Process: 
drawing testing into all disciplines

The previous sections referenced are 
in the March and May 2010 issues of 
Professional Tester

PT - October 2011 - professionaltester.com 22

The Consolidated Testing Process



Enter the new
testing dimension...

Stop building tests, Start creating strategic Assets

Optimize your Test Center

Your Apps
Business

Certified

w w w . s m a r t e s t i n g . c o m

Optimize your Test Center

Enter the new
testing dimension...

Stop building tests, Start creating strategic Assets

Optimize your Test Center

Your Apps
Business

Certified

w w w . s m a r t e s t i n g . c o m

Optimize your Test Center

http://professionaltester.com//link/clicks.asp?type=WebHomePage&adid=3&link=pt11-unicom
http://professionaltester.com//link/clicks.asp?type=WebHomePage&adid=3&link=pt11-unicom
http://professionaltester.com//link/clicks.asp?type=WebHomePage&adid=3&link=pt11-housead
http://professionaltester.com//link/clicks.asp?type=WebHomePage&adid=3&link=pt11-smartesting


Formal and automated communication is 
usually described in the context of large, 
widely distributed teams made up of 
specialists. For many testers reality is 
different. I work with a small company 
whose development arm consists of a 
project manager, a tester (me) and about 
six programmers. This team handles all 
new projects. We work closely in an 
unstructured, informal environment to 
very tight deadlines.

Tight focus, tunnel vision
Earlier this year, the company was 
commissioned to deliver a web application. 
The PM and I had a meeting with the 
customer's representatives. We went over 
the requirements, scope and business 
processes in great detail and outlined the 
solution we proposed to create and how. 
I learned the facts, but also about the 

customer's way of thinking, which would 
determine how it would perform UAT. This 
was important. I could now anticipate how 
it would view and prioritize the various 
functions and different types of defects, 
and so focus my testing appropriately, to 
reflect what the stakeholders, not the 
development team, considered important.

Money was not discussed. It was pre-
sumed to be part of another discussion, 
with the sales team.

We use the V model. Project documents 
were created, including process flow 
diagrams contributed by me. I provided the 
programmers with as much information as 
I could. We discussed requirements and 
the specification regularly, and I filled in 
gaps where the specification was 
inadequate or ambiguous – little things 
now based on my knowledge of the 
customer's mode of working that I had 
picked up on during that first meeting, but 
that were not recorded formally.

This background knowledge proved 
invaluable. I raised many important 
incidents early in development which were 
addressed. When the product went into 
UAT, the customer was delighted and 
praised us for our “business insight” and 
“in-depth understanding of the 
requirements”.

There was only one problem: we lost 
money. We implemented so many implicit 
requirements that the timeline overshot 
the estimates. We delivered a beautiful, 
high quality, effective product that was a 
bargain for the customer but very costly 
to our business.

So what went wrong? Nobody had told us, 
the development team, the budget. It did 
not justify our great effort, which after-
wards unbalanced our entire pipeline. 

by Devyani Borade

We need to talk

Testers and developers need all available 
project information. Filtering what they get 
is dangerous

In the last issue of PT 
contributors argued 
that in software 
projects conversation 
is best avoided. 
Devyani Borade 
disagrees
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reach for the telephone or pop over to the 
desk rather than get ready to compose an 
essay on the subject. Frequent, informal 
verbal and even non-verbal 
communication validates our work and 
satisfies our sense of purpose and being. 
Anyone who has worked on an assembly 
line knows how bleak it can be. Why try to 
simulate that in software development 
where it is not necessary?

Tea and empathy
Some time later, we bid successfully for a 
similar engagement. Once again I met the 
customer to understand the requirements 
first-hand. I then created a checklist of 50 
items that we had discussed and agreed 
were critical to delivering the project 
successfully. The list was reviewed and 
signed off by the customer. Unfortunately, 
halfway through the project the PM left 
and was replaced. After a brief hand-over, 
the new PM took up the reins of projects 
and soon got into the swing of things.

During the first phase of coding, a chance 
conversation I had with two programmers 
revealed a disturbing fact.

I: “So, Andy, I bet you enjoyed doing the 
Google Maps feature, eh? Something new 
to do.”

Each team member had the right 
information, in his or her preferred context, 
on demand. But we needed a little extra 
information. If we had known about the 
commercials, something that is normally 
not considered to be within the remit of 
a development team, our mindset would 
have been more appropriate and we would 
have delivered the project faster. Quality 
would have been lower and the customer 
may have been less delighted but defined 
requirements would have been met. It 
would have been cheaper to fix seven 
minor defects raised during UAT than 
address the seventeen fundamental 
issues I raised early in the lifecycle. 
The “need to know” principle caused a 
business disaster.

Being human
In any business people, not processes, 
are the more important. A competent 
leader recognizes individual strengths and 
weaknesses and manages them so that 
the strengths unite strongly enough to 
make the weaknesses insignificant. 
Communication plays a major role in this. 
The joy given by a colleague's 
spontaneous “nicely done” can never be 
replaced by an impersonal “performed 
well” on an appraisal form. If the work 
relationship between colleagues is 
genuinely open, affectionate, mutually 
respectful and co-operative, then a tester's 
gentle “I don't think this is quite right, do 
you?” is more easily accepted by a 
programmer. He or she will be keen to 
understand the issues and address their 
root causes. Presenting an objective, 
neutral incident report will probably lead to 
a superficial code fix that only suppresses 
a symptom in narrow context.

Hundreds of written words can be 
replaced – more effectively – with six 
seconds walking a programmer verbally 
through an issue. Everyone responds 
better to personal attention. That is why 
business analysts visit stakeholders 
personally to gather information about 
requirements rather than relying on raw 
data or models, why customers you want 
to keep need to be spoken to, and why 
when anything important happens you 

Andy: “Google Maps? What Google 
Maps?”

I (surprised): “You know, in the location 
finder menu where the user searches for 
a postcode and sees a map of all the 
relevant offices in a ten-mile radius. Item 
11 on the checklist. Here it is, look.”

Andy (alarmed): So it is. Shame I've 
never seen this checklist. Hey, John, do 
you know anything about Google Maps in 
this app?

John: “Nope. Never heard of it. Where did 
that come from?”

I knew the customer needed this feature 
and would not accept the product without 
it and was dismayed that the programmers 
were not aware of the checklist of critical 
acceptance criteria. Despite multiple 
formal communication channels in place – 
the precisely worded contract, the 
specifications, the process flow diagrams, 
the issue log – they had not been 
informed that it existed. Big chunks of 
essential functionality were missing.

These things happen when personnel 
changes. The new PM had assumed that 
someone else would distribute this kind 
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of information while I had assumed that 
he would do it as his predecessor had. 
A crisis meeting ensued. We reviewed the 
checklist and planned how to repair the 
damage as quickly as possible. The 
product was delivered four days late and 
signed off quickly. Then, other change 
ideas arising from the meeting, when 
everyone had all the information, were 
suggested to the customer who asked 
for them to be implemented for 
additional fees.

Informal conversation had saved the day. 
Attempting to deliver the product without 
the agreed features would likely have 
caused loss of money, customer 
confidence and future business.

Understanding is a group activity
It is not always possible for every 
requirement to be defined in detail at the 
start of development. We cannot imagine 
every potential risk or issue in advance. 
It is definitely not possible to convey every 
expression, nuance and gesture of what 
happened at meetings between different 
stakeholders and why they are of 
significance. Regular and relevant 
communication between all members 
of a project team is vital to ensure that 
things don't slip through gaps and 
everyone has a clear picture of where 
their contribution sits within the scheme 
of things.

Leaving a team to deal with matters by 
handing over a bunch of detailed 
documentation or providing them with 
fancy automated systems is akin to a 
teacher leaving a class at the mercy of 
prescribed books with no explanation. 
Some people just don't have the 
inclination or ability to read and under-
stand documentation well enough to cope. 
It is no accident that walkthroughs, peer 
reviews and so on – all instruments to 
facilitate better understanding of 
documents – are people-led.

A programmer told to build a function to 
extract details of certain people from a 
database and display them in a table will 
do just that. Share some additional 

information, that the function will be used 
to find users of particular mobile handsets, 
and he or she may realise that new 
models are released frequently and design 
in a way that will make adding a function 
to update the list in the future easier. 
Provide access to the context, awareness 
that the table may eventually be one of 
many similar ones dealing with use of 
other items such as laptop brand, OS, 
browser and so on, and he or she will tend 
to make the schema more extensible and 
the code more reusable. What may appear 
to be non-essential information can save 
immense time and effort later.

It can be argued that a tester should need 
to see only incidents that require his or her 
immediate attention, ie those assigned to 
him or her with status “ready for retest”. 
But allowing access to others, eg with 
status “rejected” or “on hold” and/or 
assigned to another tester, provides 
opportunity to increase learning and 
understanding, leading to better detection 
and reporting of new incidents later. Extra 
value comes from knowing not only your 
own context, but how it relates to its 
environment and possible interactions.

I believe that communication is key to 
solving any problem and considering 
“informal” to mean “unnecessary” is a 
serious mistake. Discussing problems over 
a cup of tea and a biscuit can make the 

Devyani Borade is a software tester with a web solution provider near London. In the 
past she has been a programmer, a business analyst, a team leader and a quality 
manager. Her unofficial title is “Mighty Tester” and her motto is “the test is mightier than 
the code”. Contact her via her website Verbolatry at http://devyaniborade.blogspot.com

mind more receptive, less confrontational 
and judgmental, better inclined to allow 
itself the liberty of reflection. This was well 
demonstrated during a recent cricket 
match (see http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport1/ 
hi/cricket/14359723.stm).

We need to keep talking
For those of us working in dynamic, 
effective but disorganized organizations, 
with short timelines and rapid change, 
constant communication is the only way 
to stay on top of situations. We don't have 
the luxury of spending days setting up 
and maintaining formal communication 
channels, comprehensive documents, 
elaborate management systems or 
infinitely traceable change request 
procedures. We would never get the 
real work done!
 
Claiming that more communication 
increases the risk of more misunder-
standing is like saying that you shouldn't 
bathe lest you get dirty. Continuous 
communication does not have to be 
cumbersome: it is quite right to avoid 
multiple conflicting documents, serial 
meetings, high-volume-low-relevance 
email, minute management and throttling 
independence or individuality. But if you 
find yourself facing conflict, firefighting 
and having to justify your actions 
frequently, then you probably need to talk 
more, not less 
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With BCS, The Chartered Institute for IT
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• provide industry recognition of skills and experience
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