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Software Release Phase 8 – Internal Test (Alpha)

What:    During this phase the Software Release is run through its final paces internally before being exposed to an external customer.  Various activities take place during the Alpha phase in preparation for giving some selected Beta customers the first versions of the Software Release.

Testing is completed by going through cycle of identifying, categorizing, evaluating, fixing, and re-testing defects or "bugs".  The number of bugs found should be lessening in comparison to Phase 7 system testing, and the stability of the system should be increasing.

Why:  This is the final phase before releasing the software to external customers in the Beta phase.  That pre-release to real customers will be the “first impression” they have of the software.  During the Alpha phase, the release team decides what levels of stability, quality, performance, etc. are required before allowing that “first impression” to occur.  (See also the ProjectConnections guidelines on Completion Criteria and our Software Release Criteria template).

As the final internal testing is being completed and defects are fixed, the Beta Support Team and Customer Support teams are preparing their documentation and receiving training. The Release Team, Product Management, Technical Publications and others are preparing the final versions of user guides, installation documentation, quick start guides, etc.

How:   Use the deliverables below to ensure that thorough testing is done during alpha; the team has a process for identifying and correcting defects; and the team creates the materials needed by the customer for the Beta-level software.

Not documented here are the parallel life cycle paths the individual projects are progressing through to provide their project-specific quick starts, user guides, customer support training and documentation, etc.

NOTE:  In this and the following phases, the term “Derivative products” is used to identify stand-alone products that may be used in conjunction with the release or not.  Since this is a general software release process and each company will have its own way of partitioning the release and the software code base, this term is inclusive of any project, application, client, server, etc. that can be viewed as a separate product by the customer.
Related documents:

Software Release Life Cycle Overview 

Software Release Life Cycle WBS

Software Release Team Member Glossary

About the author:

Peter Michels has served as Director of Engineering and Program Management, Senior Project Manager, Software Development Manager and a software developer in start-ups as well as large corporate environments.   His most recent project focus is in commercial wireless and 802.11 network communications.    

Pete contributed this series of software release life cycle overview documents and templates from his hard-won experience putting together software release methods in a growing software company.  Even as the company grew a sound process for developing each  hardware/software project, they found they needed an overlay to help with planning of their overall releases-- which often brought together 10-20 individual  (and complex in themselves) software and platform projects, as well as numerous feature enhancements, to enable them to make the necessary releases to the market.

The deliverables defined in this document, as well at the others in the Software Release Life Cycle series, can be adapted and used for planning of various kinds of software releases.
This Phase 4 document is written in the form of a typical development process reference.    If you are trying to create a methodology document for your software release teams, you can edit this document and the other SRLC phase documents to form your process reference

Software Release Phase 8 – Internal Test (Alpha)

Checklist for Phase 8 Alpha Test Completion

Check
  Document #
Document Description

	q
	8.1
	Update Release Documentation

	q
	8.2
	Alpha Build

	q
	8.3
	Alpha Testing and Report

	q
	8.4
	Design Review of all Test Data

	q
	8.5
	Alpha Software Updates

	q
	8.6
	Beta Test Plan

	q
	8.7
	Beta Release Notes

	q
	8.8
	Release Configuration Guidelines

	q
	8.9
	Software Release for Beta

	q
	8.10
	Internal Test (Alpha) Phase Exit Criteria – Release to Beta Report


Each “Deliverable” document includes:

Document Name: The name of the document.

Driver:  Person or persons primarily responsible for making sure the tasks are accomplished and accomplished correctly.  Not necessarily a contributor to the deliverable.

Contributors:  List of persons with knowledge about or responsibilities for the accomplishment of the tasks.  Not necessarily an author to the deliverable.

Prerequisites:  Any activities that must be performed before the Driver and Contributors can complete these tasks.  Some of the prerequisites may come from individual project or product development teams.  These deliverables may have a different name than referenced in this document, but are still considered prerequisites to complete the phase.

Purpose and Audience: Describes why this information is needed and who needs it.

Recommended Accomplishments: List of recommended deliverables content, related activities, and decisions that should be accomplished before the deliverable is considered complete.

Update Release Documentation

Deliverable 8.1
Driver: 

Software Release Project Manager, Release Team, Product Managers (Marketing)

Contributors:

SW Project Leaders, SW QA Engineers

Prerequisites:

System Test Phase completed.

Purpose and Audience:

Review and update the documentation generated from the previous phases.  Each author is responsible for upgrading documentation with changes.  

Recommended Accomplishments:

Refine the Release Schedule to reflect any information from the System Test (or Integration), if that information changes any earlier decisions or expectations for the Alpha, Beta or Distribution phases.

Update any or all of the project or release documentation to keep it current with the Software Release progress.

Consider revisiting the budget and financial information for the Software Release and re-issue it if there are changes.  There may have been money in for contingency plans that was not used (or the opposite), etc.

Alpha Build

Deliverable 8.2
Driver: 

Software Release Project Manager

Contributors:

Release Team

Prerequisites:

System Test phase completed.

Purpose and Audience:

Build procedures are executed by a build team or designated developers to supply an Alpha-level Software Release on the appropriate media.  Includes all firmware, systems software, drivers, applications, libraries, packages, scripts, diagnostics, etc for testing during the Alpha phase.

This Alpha-level build should be an image of the complete Software Release that customers will receive.  The “build map” should be complete, even if some things, like documentation, are not the final version.

Recommended Accomplishments:

Build the complete Software Release.

Make copies for Alpha-level customers.

Archive the release software and the build configuration software.  Make sure part numbers are correct.  Consider submitting a copy to document control.

Alpha Testing and Report

Deliverable 8.3
Driver: 

Software Release Project Manager

Contributors:

SW QA Manager, SW QA Engineers

Prerequisites:

8.1 Update Release Documentation – Test documents and Alpha Test plans.

8.2 Alpha Build

Purpose and Audience:

Installation and test procedures on all required platforms are executed.

Any required partial or hybrid configurations are installed and tested on the required platforms.

Results are documented and reviewed with the release team.

Recommended Accomplishments:

Perform Alpha-level tests.

Provide report(s) on the results from:

· Installation and test procedures

· Hardware and software configurations required under “Required Platforms” test results

· Partial and Hybrid configuration test results

Review the results with the release team.  If results require a software re-build, retest the updated software and update the test result report.

Design Review of all Test Data

Deliverable 8.4
Driver: 

Software Release Project Manager

Contributors:

Release Team

Prerequisites:

Required tests are completed.

Defect reports are updated and reflect the state of the Software Release.

Purpose and Audience:

To confirm the successful achievement of quality and functionality goals and to identify any specifications that have not yet been met. 

These reviews will result in team recommendations to proceed (possibly amending the original specifications as the team finds necessary) or to block the release while corrections are made.

As each type of testing occurs, the release team will review the test data results and consider any possible changes. Before the release software for the Beta phase, the team must review all final data before approving a transition.

These are critical reviews for the Software Release.

Recommended Accomplishments:

The team reviews the test data to agree on all discrepancies, deficiencies, and omissions (D, D, and O). Compare these against quality goals and release criteria.  Review the outstanding defects. Make notes the in meeting review minutes of all D, D, and Os.

The release team recommends proceeding to the Beta phase or blocking the release, pending corrections.

This is a critical review for deciding that the system has been sufficiently tested to allow the phase exit and start the Beta build.

Review all changes made to date in this phase.

Software Engineering and SW Quality Assurance must ensure that the release has been adequately tested and meets quality exit criteria for Internal Test (Alpha).  These criteria are specified in test plans and change control policies, Checking against these criteria enable 1) the transition to Beta phase (and the Beta software build), and 2) the start of Beta-level (external) testing.

Generate a quality report. Include current, open defects (by priority).  Include defect “find vs. close” rates by defect priority (trend analysis).

Alpha Software Updates

Deliverable 8.5
Driver: 

SW Project Leaders, Software Engineers, SW QA Engineers

Contributors:

SW Project Leaders, Software Engineers, SW QA Engineers, Release Team

Prerequisites:

8.2 Alpha Build

Reports generated from 8.3 Alpha Testing and Report

8.4 Design Review of all Test Data

Purpose and Audience:

Identify and correct selected defects.  Perform appropriate re-testing of those defects that must be fixed before the release can move to Beta builds and Beta testing. The contributors help formulate the plan for re-testing.  The contributors perform re-designs where appropriate and update the software code.  The test plans are updated and the software is re-tested following the re-testing plan.

This is an iterative process.

Recommended Accomplishments:

Defects should have been prioritized and categorized as results of “Design Review of All Test Data.”

Determine which defects are necessary to fix or determine work-arounds for those that are not to be fixed.

Produce brief plan for fixing each defect or set of related defects. This is a mini-life cycle test phase. Determine which defects get fixed, by whom, and in what priority. The plan should include an implementation and integration schedule. Include evaluation of which System and Regression tests will need modification, updating of test plans, and so forth. Schedule time for re-qualification of the software after the defects are fixed.

Keep in mind, the goal is to determine what necessary items need fixing before the project can move to Beta testing and restrict the team’s efforts to that effort.

Some types of defects discovered in the Alpha test phase may require, by the nature of their scope or severity, that the release goes through another full or partial Alpha test phase.

This deliverable is ongoing for the software engineering and defect review teams. Defects are found, entered in the defect tracking system, prioritized by a defect review team. If the priority is high enough, the assigned engineer fixes it in the next build and the test team tests it.

It is legitimate to defer certain fixes until Beta phase or until a future release.

Beta Test Plan

Deliverable 8.6
Driver: 

Product Managers (Marketing) from individual projects, Software Release Project Manager

Contributors:

Release Team, Customer Support, and SW QA Engineers

Prerequisites:

System Test phase completed.

Purpose and Audience:

To organize the activities related to the External Test (Beta) of the software release at chosen customer sites, with sufficient lead-time to plan for effective tests and complete all arrangements.

Ensures that the Beta support team and customers all understand their roles and responsibilities to prepare for and conduct the Beta tests.

Beta tests are sufficient reason to verify conformance to design goals and specifications. The Software Release Project Manager incorporates the resource and schedule requirements into the overall release budget and plans.

Recommended Accomplishments:

This is a client-specific plan for conducting Beta testing by customers of the product or products contained in the Software Release.  Both the company and the customers acting as Beta clients should agree to and sign the test plan.

Issues to be documented within the Beta plan are:

· The Beta software performance objectives

· Itemization of expected customer metrics (i.e. size of data bases, amount of memory required, speed of platform processor, data transfer rates, etc.)

· The Beta process schedule, including delivery dates, contact dates, customer comments submission, etc.

· The contact names, telephone numbers, email, etc. of all people involved in the Beta within the company and at the selected Beta customer sites.

· Outline the roles and responsibilities of the Beta team members.

· Installation, diagnostic and trouble-shooting procedures or references to these via a web site or on the release media.

· Configuration and network details germane to the selected Beta customers.

· List of equipment being shipped to each Beta customer.  Track the delivery via the freight agent and ensure delivery of the correct equipment is made.

Continued next page

Beta Test Plan

Deliverable 8.6 (continued)
· Support procedures to be followed by customer service personnel and Beta team support members during the Beta test, including the escalation procedure.

· Process to incorporate findings/improvements into the Software Release Final Build.

Provide needed training for those who will participate in the Beta testing (internal and external).

Document (describe or specify) the expected experiences the participants should have during the Beta test phase.

Beta Release Notes

Deliverable 8.7
Driver: 

Product Managers (Marketing) from individual projects, Software Release Project Manager

Contributors:

Release Team, Beta Support Team, and Technical Publications

Prerequisites:

8.3 Alpha Testing and Report

8.4 Design Review of all Test Data

8.5 Alpha Software Updates

Purpose and Audience:

Identifies the Software Release's features and any operational issues that will have an affect on the Beta test process or expectations from the Beta customer. The primary users of this information are the Beta customer, the Beta Support Team, and the Customer Support personnel participating in the Beta test.

Recommended Accomplishments:

Provides Beta customers with an overall summary of the Software Release's features and operational issues, specifically:

· Any possible caveats or problems the Beta customer may encounter by installing the new version of the software (deletion of their old files, needs more memory, etc.)

· New commands added in this software release

· New applications added in this software release

· Any major changes in how the software performs previously available activities (changes to the customer expectations or habits)

· Major or key configuration features

· Any system limitations

· Include any customer-expected features that are not yet operational

Beta Release Notes should be available to the customer and support personnel prior to the customer installing any Beta-level software.

Release Configuration Guidelines

Deliverable 8.8
Driver: 

Software Release Project Manager

Contributors:

Product Managers (Marketing) from individual projects, Customer Support, Beta Support Team, Release Team, etc. as necessary

Prerequisites:

System Test phase completed.

Purpose and Audience:

To provide anyone involved with the Beta testing with the information they will need to properly configure the software release. Must be complete and delivered with the Beta release. The Beta Support Team may determine that a preliminary version is needed at Beta test time.

In many software releases, these guidelines may be minimal or not existent.

Recommended Accomplishments:

Documents the methods by which the release is configured.  Includes expected partial or hybrid configurations.

Even if auto-install is used, the custom install items should have the “whys” and “why nots” documented for the install scripts or screens.

Software Release for Beta

Deliverable 8.9
Driver: 

Software Release Project Manager

Contributors:

Product Managers (Marketing) from individual projects, Customer Support, Release Team, SW Project Leaders, as necessary

Prerequisites:

8.6 Beta Test Plan

8.7 Beta Release Notes

8.8 Release Configuration Guidelines

Purpose and Audience:

The software goes through an official “Release To Beta” status to signal its readiness for deployment to a customer for beta testing.  Various groups within the company, such as Marketing, Customer Service and Operations/Manufacturing are made aware of the availability of the software for Beta.

This announcement acts as a formal notification that a Software Release has progressed far enough for many of these groups to consider it “close” to the First Customer Ship milestone date.

Recommended Accomplishments:

Software is released and under version control.

Team reviews all test results from the Alpha phase to ensure that the software is ready for Beta testing. 

SW QA Engineering signs off as independent approval of readiness.

Perform a final review of Beta test plans with consideration of Alpha test results, to make sure Beta testing will accomplish the software release objectives.

The team reviews the readiness of supporting documentation for Beta testing. 
The minimum requirements are near-final draft or Beta versions of:

· the user documentation

· the release notes

· Any required installation guides or procedures

· Any required configuration guides or procedures

The team recommends how to proceed to Beta.

The Executive Sponsor reviews the results of testing and planning in the Alpha phase and decides whether to proceed with the Beta test and phase, including Beta build and tests. Past this point, more restrictive change control will limit what defects will be corrected

Internal Test (Alpha) Phase Exit Criteria – Release to Beta Report

Form 8.10

Alpha Test Phase Activities 

	q
	Update Release Documentation

	q
	Alpha Build

	q
	Alpha Testing and Report

	q
	Design Review of all Test Data

	q
	Alpha Software Updates

	q
	Beta Test Plan

	q
	Beta Release Notes

	q
	Release Configuration Guidelines

	q
	Software Release for Beta

	q
	Internal Test (Alpha) Phase Exit Criteria – Release to Beta Report


The team indicates its agreement that Alpha Testing has been satisfactorily accomplished: all required testing has been completed according to the agreed-upon quality metrics, and planning for upcoming testing and beta builds has been done. The release and derivative products can proceed to Beta customer testing and any planned beta builds.

1. Release Name


2. Derivative Product Name


3. Derivative Product Name


4. Expected Beta Test completion date


Team Member Approvals

	SW Release Project Manager:

	Date:
	


	Executive Sponsor:

	Date:
	


	Software QA Manager:

	Date:
	


	Product Manager:

	Date:
	


	Product Manager:

	Date:
	


	Beta Support Team Leader:

	Date:
	


	Release Team Member:

	Date:
	


	Release Team Member:

	Date:
	


	Release Team Member:

	Date:
	



