AWIPS II:  How Good is It?  The Testing and Evaluation Phase
by Harriet Loeb and John Skoda, NWS Communications Office

Editor's Note: This is the eighth and final story in our AWIPS II series.
            

"The achievements of an organization are the results of the
combined effort of each individual."
~~ Vince Lombardi, NFL football coach (1913-1970) ~~
This series of articles has profiled the meteorologists and IT personnel who are responsible for building the foundation and architecture of AWIPS II.  Many of them work in the Office of Science and Technology.  

When their job is done, the testing and evaluation phase begins under the direction of the Office of Operational Systems (OPS).  This group will want to know:  Does it work?  Is it user friendly?

As Neal DiPasquale, OPS Field System Operation Center (FSOC) and Operational Test and Evaluation (OT&E) Director, says, "It's one of the last tasks before a decision is made by the NWS to go with national deployment across the country."  

DiPasquale has worked with AWIPS, as a program manager, for about 6 years, in addition to having 10 years of field experience.  He started off in a Weather Forecast Office (WFO) intern position and worked his way up.  He's had the opportunity to experience the system from the beginning and from many different perspectives.  This has helped him know what to look for when conducting the testing and evaluation.

Also working in OPS are Sanford Garrard and John Tatum.  Garrard, OT&E Project Lead, also started out as a meteorologist in the NWS in the early 1990's.  He was working at the Tampa Bay Area, FL, WFO when AWIPS I was originally commissioned before heading to NWS headquarters in 2001 to manage installation and deployment of AWIPS to all field sites.  Tatum, OT&E Test Case Manager, comes from a military and computer science background, and worked as an Electronic Systems Analyst in the Pleasant Hill, MO, WFO for 10 years prior to joining the NWS headquarters staff in 2008.

DiPasquale is going to chair the test review group (TRG) for the AWIPS Migration OT&E.   He  "is going to make sure the software is of good quality and make sure, through the TRG, that AWIPS II runs smoothly."  This includes making sure that any management or contractual issues reach the right people and are resolved quickly and correctly.

Garrard will be managing all the aspects of the OT&E.  "I'll be coordinating the installations at the sites and collecting reports and presenting them to the TRG meetings.  So it's a little bit more the management of the OT&E itself," he said.

Tatum's job will be "where the rubber hits the road!"  As the beta test manager, he is going to be responsible for the development of test cases and making sure that they're applied properly to the testing of the AWIPS II software. "These test cases will validate and verify the software is in good functional order before it is deployed to field offices for operational use." 

Tatum explains, "The OT&E is the last stop gap and the last line of defense before the general deployment of the software.  We are taking a holistic view of the software during the OT&E.  We are not just focusing on the software, training, or support, but we are looking at the entire package and how it impacts field operations."

And, said DiPasquale, "All this must be done before the final deployment date is determined, and we are also responsible for coordinating the national deployment."

Their plan is extensive.  "The first phase is in the lab," said DiPasquale.  "We are going to be bringing in forecasters both here at headquarters and at the National Weather Service Training Center in Kansas City, MO, to do side-by-side testing.  So we can have AWIPS I on one workstation, AWIPS II on another workstation, and actually see if there are any differences that need to be addressed and check out performance comparisons, stability comparisons, and then functionality comparisons from A to Z in the software and make sure the software works with hardware properly.  Basically making sure that everything that we say it will do, can be done.  That's the first phase."

Garrard said, "Forecasters will be coming to headquarters for this testing.  They will be dedicated to working on the testing full time during their time here."

	


Sanford Garrard (left), John Tatum,  (center), and Neal Dipasquale (right), all of the NWS Office of Operational Systems, are heading up the team that will run the Operational Test and Evaluation (OTE) for the AWIPS II software.  OTE is scheduled to begin in March 2010.  (photo, NWS Communications Office)


DiPasquale added, "This process could go on for anywhere between four to six months, depending on what we find and what we think needs to be done.  The forecasters who come to Headquarters and the Training Center will be rotated, probably on a biweekly basis."

After the Headquarters testing, phase two will begin.  AWIPS II will be installed at approximately 20 offices, covering as many scenarios as possible.  "We selected the sites to get a reasonable sampling of the variations in forecasting for the country.  We have sites that cover  mountainous areas, sites that cover marine areas, and so on," said DiPasquale.  

"For the System Test, we have planned about six months and about four months for Field Test, so the entire length of OT&E is planned to be 10 months long," said Garrard.  "The actual dates depend on how quickly the objectives are met, but currently it's scheduled between March 15 [2010] and January 15 [2011]."

Even though AWIPS II may look and feel like AWIPS I, it is not going to be an exact conversion.  What is inside the box is where the major differences will be seen.  

Garrard also explains, "We will have training for the Electronic System Analysts and Information Technology Specialists during the System Test period.  They'll have that training before AWIPS II is actually installed at their site, because they are the ones who do the system administration and provide onsite support."

AWIPS is a matrixed program across different organizations in the NWS.  All involved have different responsibilities that need to be accomplished.  So coordination and communication has been a challenge.  

Yet, while the OPS FSOC supports AWIPS II, it also continues to support AWIPS I.  Splitting our resources between these two roles is also a challenge.  As always, it is a team effort to keep things moving towards the final phase of the AWIPS II development and deployment.

Tatum makes it clear that, "It's an honor to be in the position I am in right now.  It's a fact that we, as a team, fully support the core values of the National Weather Service, which is protecting life and property. We the introduction of AWIPS II, our team feels that we are enhancing that capability to another level by providing our field staff with software that meets that core value."

"And the challenges are welcome, actually, because it's a really important part of the whole National Weather Service."
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