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Scrum Master Fundamentals - Foundations

Agile development teams are choosing to use the Scrum framework more than ever. This course will help you become a Scrum Master by introducing the underlying values of Scrum, its relation to the broader agile approach, and the concept of sprints.

Course Overview

Agile is quickly becoming the leading approach for high performing software development teams with Scrum overwhelmingly becoming the framework of choice for those teams. If you have suddenly found yourself in the Scrum Master role and need to help your team perform to their fullest potential, or if you are a seasoned Scrum Master looking to deepen their knowledge of the Scrum framework, then this course will explain the underlying theories and values of the framework to help you make the most of Scrum. Some of the major topics that we will cover include understanding the overarching Agile approach and how it relates specifically to the Scrum framework, getting the most out of your sprints, as well as choosing the sprint length that's right for your team, and how to identify those environments where Scrum is likely to succeed, as well as those environments where Scrum may not be the right choice. By the end of this course, you will know how Scrum relates to an overall Agile approach, as well as understand the more in-depth theories and values behind the Scrum framework itself. 

Scrum Fundamentals

Agile Beginnings

In this course, we will be tackling the foundations of Scrum, including where it comes from and how it relates to the broader Agile principles used by teams today. We will learn about sprints, which are the heartbeat of Scrum, and how they allow us to subtly but continuously adjust course until we have a great project. Moreover, we will learn about the core values of Scrum, including how they relate to the broader Agile values, as well as how the Scrum framework enables them. Finally, we will learn about what types of environments or projects that these values make Scrum very well-suited for, as well as what types of environments that Scrum may not be the best fit. 

To understand Scrum, we must first understand the broader Agile mindset whose ideas have become so prevalent today. The terms Scrum and Agile are often used interchangeably, but they are not the same thing. Agile is a broader philosophy on how to best approach shipping software but gives no specific recommendations on how to do so. Scrum, on the other hand, is a specific framework for managing software projects, which embodies many of the beliefs outlined in an Agile mindset. Scrum is just one of many frameworks or processes that are often considered part of the overarching Agile philosophy. Other notable frameworks that you may have heard of include Kanban or Extreme Programming. We will talk more about Extreme Programming later in this module. So before we talk about the specific practices and values of the Scrum framework, I want to spend a little time discussing the underlying Agile philosophies to help put some of these practices in context. In February of 2001, a group of 17 developers met in Snowbird, Utah, to discuss if there could be a better way to build software. What came out of this meeting was a document called the Agile Manifesto, which outlined four fundamental tenets for improving the way that we build software. 

The first tenet calls out the importance of simply having discussions and interacting with your team and clients rather than working solely from a project management tool. Now we have all seen the pictures of Agile teams working in walls covered in sticky notes, and this tenet is why sticky notes have become so synonymous with the Agile movement. The underlying idea behind this tenet is to discourage teams from working entirely from electronic project management tools, which may contain stale or incorrect information, and instead to first rely on a simple conversation with their team or customer to understand better the intent of the work that they are doing. 

The second tenet reminds us that our customers have asked us to create a software product that serves a need, not to produce extensive documentation detailing how we would do so. Documentation serves no purpose if there is no corresponding working software that accompanies it. The intent of this statement is not to discourage teams from creating documentation, which is a belief that's often incorrectly attributed to Agile, but to remind them instead that documentation is not their goal, working software is. 

The third tenet attempts to align the customer and team on the same side, rather than putting them at odds with one another. We all know that things can change quickly on a project, and few things make this more evident than the difference between what a team agrees to build for a customer and what that team creates or even what the customer discovers they need by the end of the project. Although we often attribute this to not initially understanding the customer's requirements, many positive things can drive these changes as well, such as a change in the customer's fundamental business or market, or even an innovation in a technology being used to complete the project are all positive changes that create opportunities that simply did not exist at the time the contract was written. This tenet is intended to align the team and customer to work together to deliver the project that provides the most value to the customer at the time it is delivered, not at the time, the contract was written. Now before moving on, I want to clarify that although this tenet refers to the customer, it is not intended to be used only in a setting where the team is doing contract development or consulting for third parties. When used in the context of Agile, we often use the term customer interchangeably with stakeholder, and I will also use those terms interchangeably during this course. More specifically, a customer could mean anyone who is funding the development of software or using the end product. This means that if you work in a commercial product development organization or on an internal software team in an organization whose business is something other than software, then your customers are simply your end-users and the people in your organization who have identified a need for your project and decided to fund it. 

The final tenet highlights the importance of embracing the change that will inevitably happen throughout a project and adapting to reality as the situation unfolds. This change can take many forms, changes in requirements, changes in funding, or changes in your team, just to name a few. We cannot predict what form the change will take, but we can only predict that it will occur and that we need to be prepared to adapt to it. Note that this tenet is not intended to discourage teams from creating a plan in the first place since planning is a very valuable act to any software team, especially those practicing Scrum, but rather, this tenet is intended to help us understand the natural limits of those plans, and to be prepared to adapt when the reality of our situation and our original plan no longer align. Change is inevitable. Successful teams do not avoid change. They simply adapt their way of working to meet it. 

Now that we have talked about the four tenets of the Agile Manifesto, there are two major observations that I want to call out. First, note that each of these tenets describes a specific outcome, but does not prescribe exactly how the team should arrive at that outcome. For example, responding to change over following a plan tells us that as the reality in which the team is operating changes, the team should simply adapt its plans to meet that new reality rather than trying to stay tight to a plan that may no longer be viable. However, how the team accomplishes this is left up to them in a specific methodology that they have chosen to use. The Agile Manifesto simply gives us the guiding principles to strive for and recognizes that every situation is different, and does not presume to know the path that every team should follow to meet those principles. This approach of not being prescriptive in how a team must operate, but simply setting out a few guiding principles and leaving it up to them to interpret those principles best to meet their situation, is a common theme that is also being carried into the specific Agile methodologies such as Scrum. 

The second observation that I want to point out is the use of the word over in each of the Manifesto's tenets. If you read the language of the full Manifesto, you will see that the authors are explicit in that they are not discounting the need for planning, and admit that it has value and necessity. However, they have chosen to place their emphasis on responding to change and favor this as a means of delivering a great project more effectively. This theme is carried into the Manifesto in the sense that the authors take care not to be insisting that the guiding principles they describe here are the only way to build software and are applicable in every situation. However, in general, the approach that they are advocating simply seems to be more successful than the alternatives. 

The Roots of Scrum

Now that we have talked a bit about the underlying Agile beliefs let us return to Scrum so we can see how those Agile tenets start to manifest in Scrum itself. To get started, let us talk about where Scrum came from. Scrum finds its roots in a branch of management theory called empirical process control theory, or empiricism. Empiricism is very prevalent in the manufacturing space and was the basis for the Toyota Production System, which is largely considered one of the most successful manufacturing processes in use today. The first papers describing Scrum referenced the Toyota Production System heavily, and, while we are on the topic of the first papers, it is worth mentioning that they started to appear in product development in the late 1980s and software development in the mid-1990s. 

You may have caught that the Agile Manifesto was not written until 2001, but some teams had already been practicing and writing on Scrum for several years by that point. I call this out to clarify the common misconception that the Agile Manifesto was written, and then the specific Agile methodologies were all derived from it as a result. In fact, it was the opposite. By the time the Manifesto was written, several different Agile methodologies had already begun to take shape and gain traction with software development teams. The Manifesto was an attempt to unite proponents of those methodologies so that ideas could be shared, and they can move forward together. This is one reason why the Manifesto took such pains not to be prescriptive in how a team achieved those tenets, but to remain largely a process agnostic.

Nevertheless, history aside, let us return to empiricism. At its core, empiricism is simply the philosophy that knowledge comes from experience more than any other avenue. Put another way, although we can learn a great deal in the abstract, we do not truly understand the realities of a problem until we have dived in and gotten our hands around it. To this end, empiricism encourages us to make decisions based on what we know has occurred for sure, rather than what we believe or expect may happen in the future. This means that when working with Scrum, although we may plan for the future, all of these plans are based on what has already occurred historically. To this end, all of the metrics that we typically use when working with Scrum are lagging indicators. A lagging indicator is a metric that can only be used after it has occurred. We can use this metric to attempt to predict the future, but these predictions will be based on what has happened in the past, and although they may be grounded in reality, they are not necessarily a reliable indicator of what will happen in the future. For example, the historical stock market index is a lagging indicator. It tells us what has occurred in the past, and from there, we can try to make predictions of what may occur in the future.

However, no matter how many patterns may emerge in the index, it is in no way a guarantee of what will occur. Leading indicators, on the other hand, are metrics that are intended to allow us to predict what will happen in the future. These indicators tend to have calls or correlations that allow us to make inferences based on the future. Nevertheless, these types of indicators are rarely reliable, and the correlations are tenuous at best. For example, a weather forecast three months into the future that predicts an unusually dry and hot summer may be considered a leading indicator for a scarcity for a particular type of product and therefore, an
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