Agile Nutshell Newsletter #7

Happy Holidays everyone (God Jul!). This Holiday edition of Agile in Nutshell shares
an experience report of XP practices at Spotify. Some thoughts about Bootcamps
and Culture, and finally an introduction to a Swedish Christmas tradition - St. Lucia.

Starting with the XP workshop, this is an internal blog post I wrote at Spotify,
explaining what the workshop is, why it’s important, and who to contact if they
would like to host one themselves.

XP Tech Practices Workshop

Last week, a group of us did an XP Tech Practices workshop here in Stockholm. We covered
Test-Driven Development, Refactoring, Unit Testing, Pair Programming, and a host of other Old
school XP practices. Here are some notes and a write up about the course.

What is XP

XP (Extreme Programming) was the first really popular Agile method. Not only did it introduce
Agile planning concepts such as user stories, adaptive planning, and iterative development. It



helped popularize engineering practices such as unit testing, refactoring, test-driven
development, and continuous integration.

Itisn’t as widely practiced today as it was in the early 2000’s (Scrum has largely taken over). But
it has many wonderful practices and ideas that deserve repeating and are still very much
relevant for software teams today.

This workshop aimed at revitalizing some of software these practices, showing participants who
they were originally meant to be performed, and then discussing how they can be introduced
into their workplace.

How do you feel about your work?

We start off the course by asking participants how they feel about their work. Specifically around
quality and design. We do this to start a conversation around what quality is, how we know
when we have good design, and what obstacles prevent us from reaching them in our software.

Build something!

We then break the ice by asking participants to code something up (like a calculator). We do this
to get the juices flowing, engage the participants, and just get them hacking. This helps us see
where they are coming from, their familiarity with the programming language, and how
comfortable they are writing code.

We don’t judge or do anything with the code that we produce here. We simply park it, and revisit
it later. We then introduce XP.

XP Intro
XP can best be described as the software methodology that turns the knobs up to 11.

If code reviews are good, we will review code all the time (pair programming).

If testing is good, we will test continuously (acceptance tests, unit tests, TDD, demos).

If design is good, we will design continuously, every minute and every day (refactoring).

If simplicity is good, we vow to always leave the system in its simplest state.

If integration is good, we will integration continuously (continuous integration).

And if iterative development is good, we will iterate from day one, continuously getting feedback
on our product, plan, and ability to please our customer.

XP Demo



Once we’ve covered the spirit and intent of XP, we demo the practices. We pair program up a
sample problem, applying TDD, refactoring, unit testing, and pair programming in an extreme
way, just to give the participants a sense of how all the practices work.

We then revisit the exercise they did in the ice breaker, and try it again, this time using the XP
practices, specifically writing the tests first.

Build a game!

We then unleash them on their own codebase - specifically a game. They take what we’ve
covered, and apply the practices in as an extreme a way as they can, and we build a fun
interactive game over the course of several iterations.

XPisms

Over the span of the course we look for opportunities to introduce XPisms. Things like:
YAGNI - You aint gonna need it. A reminder to keep things simple, and not add excess

functionality / code unless absolutely required (a good test is whether you can write a failing test
first before adding the new code).
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Production Readiness - A system spends a lot more time in production than in development. So
why don’t we start treating it that way, and write code as if we were in production from day one.

Doing the simplest thing that could possibly work -

There are two ways of constructing a software design: One way is to make it so simple that there are



obviously no deficiencies, and the other way is to make it so complicated that there are no obvious
deficiencies. The first method is far more difficult. - C. A. R. Hoare

Test everything that could possibly break. We can’t test everything. But we know we can’t test
nothing. So we start by testing everything we think could break. And evolving our suites from
there.

Dials to 11 - XP’s take on hard problems is to take them head on. Taking this approach takes
many of the traditionally hard problems on software projects, and breaks them down into much
smaller, easier to digest pieces.



Courage - Have the courage to write that failing unit test. Have the courage to say no to the
hack on your finger tips. Have the courage to say no to the unrealistic schedule, and help
another team out when they really need it.

Why we feel this is important

It may seem that XP is all about engineering. It's not. It’s just as much about culture. But the
culture XP wants the team to operate under doesn’t happen if certain practices aren’t in place.
This course is about explaining the practices, showing how they work, and then helping teams
adopt them their work place.

Feedback

"l was supposed to have a Hackday today, but this is WAY better"

“| found the course to be a lot of fun, and learned a lot about TDD/XP in the process. The exercises,
particularly the four-part exercise to build a game for a customer, were a very good balance of difficulty
and fun, and allowed me to learn at a good pace without being bored by trival tasks or overwhelmed by
difficult ones.

In fact, the game task actually, perhaps accidentally, was almost tricking me into learning stuff. You know
you give a kid a toy that's actually teaching them maths without them knowing because they're having fun

with the flashy lights? It was kinda like that.

% % % % % Five stars, genuinely one of the best in-house workshops I've attended.”



“Got a good amount of new perspective on XP and TDD. Got into the habit of writing unit tests during
instead of after development. And it was a lot of fun!”

Maybe we aren’t as good as we think

Last week a Product Owner (PO) sent the Agile Guild an email saying that he was disappointed
at the level of Agile knowledge he was seeing applied by his/her Agile team, and that he
expected better having recently joined Spotify. How interesting!

This was a good wake up call. Despite what many think, Spotify doesn’t haven't it all figured out.
Agile practices vary across teams. Some teams are more skilled, experienced, and passionate
than others. And we’ve constantly got to be on guard around things like culture and spirit - so
the practices are kept up.

Needless to say, this spark a whole bunch of really good internal discussion around how we got
to this state.

Were we missing something critical when on boarding?
Was there a gap in training?
Were we getting lax in our recruiting?

This email (the one the PO wrote) took courage. It challenged us to accept that maybe we aren’t
as good as we think we are. Maybe we don’t have everything figured out. And maybe we can
slip if we don’t continuously promote, train, challenge, and encourage ourselves.

Nothing has been decided yet. But there is a lot of conversation going on, and lots of
introspection about how to address. The thing | am most proud of however was how this email
was received. There was no finger pointing. No defensiveness. Just acknowledgement that
maybe we do have a problem, and positive encouraging talk about how to address.

St Lucia

Every year, on December 13th, Sweden celebrates one of it's most cherished Saints - Lucia.
This tradition goes back hundreds of years to when Sweden became Christian. They needed a
Saint. They had some pagan traditions they really liked. So they choose the Italian St. Lucia as
their own, and have celebrated her ever since.

This website does a good job describing what the tradition is today:

“The annual candlelit Lucia procession on 13 December is perhaps one of the more
exotic-looking Swedish customs, with girls and boys clad in white full-length gowns singing



songs together. Among the youngest, anyone can be Lucia; as the children get older, the
competition will harden.”

https://sweden.se/culture-traditions/lucia/

God Jul!
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