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Implementing Status Accounting

Software Configuration Management

Introduction

 The crucial role that Software Configuration Management plays in project management has been identified and accepted by all the software organizations. Implementation of an efficient configuration management system plays a vital role in the success of a project. Software Configuration Management is established by four basic functions, namely, 1.Identifying the Configurable items, 2. Controlling the configurable items, 3. Status accounting to keep track of the changes that go into the configurable items for each release  and 4. Audits and reviews to ensure the configuration management in the project. This article aims at identifying solution to few of the problems identified in status accounting

Status Accounting

The definition

Configuration status accounting is the bookkeeping process of each release. This procedure involves tracking what is in each version of software and the changes that lead to this version. Configuration status accounting keeps a record of all the changes made to the previous baseline to reach the new baseline.

General Scenario

But status accounting is often given the least importance. The general reason is, it is taken for granted that  just by having the configurable items under version control the changes that go into the system gets tracked and documented as revision comments and hence a separate system to perform status accounting is not necessary. 

The problem 

To some extend this is true.  By maintaining the configurable items under effective configuration control, all the changes that go into them are tracked by the version control system, but they are of very little use. Very little can be inferred from them unless they are book shelved and maintained separately. The revision comments should be maintained separately similar to the catalogues in the library either based on the time period or the components to actually use these revision comments. Also a good configuration management system should be able to maintain and manage change packages.  At any stage of the project the change packages that went into the project should be known. 

Change package

A change-package is the group of revisions that were modified or created as part of a change-task, where a change task can be defined as a single logical change that goes into the project. A change package may be implemented as a result of a change request, a enhancement or a bug fix. Maintaining and managing change packages is very vital for effective project management. This is taken care of by status accounting function of the configuration management.

How to implement a status accounting system?

Does the tools support status accounting?

Having explained the importance and need for an efficient status accounting system how to implement the system? Unfortunately, most of the version control tools today provide only indirect support for status accounting. CVS explains that it is only a version control tool and not a complete configuration management system. The version control tools including CVS provide interfaces to establish a status accounting system but it is left as the responsibility of the user to identify the importance of status accounting and come up with his own scripts to establish one.

The solution

External scripts have to be written that utilize the logging interface provided by the version control tools to come up with a status accounting system. All the version control tools come up with a command line support. The sample functions that can be performed by the script file are given below. 

The Script file can have scripts that invoke the command of the version control tool to perform a logging operation on the version control tool and the output written to a file. This operation takes a snap shot of the status of all the files in the version control at that moment of logging. The script can also ensure that the output file’s name is time stamped with the date of the logging. To minimize the workload and the possibilities of human errors the script can also invoke the command to add the output file to the version control automatically.

This script can be scheduled to run automatically at a regular interval, typically, once a week. Thus the activity of book shelving the revision comments that go into the project can be maintained based on the time period.  But how can we track the change packages? Implementing a small process can do this. The process should define special identifiers for each change package and also the process should ensure that the developers use these identifiers in the revision comments on implementing a change package. Thus, the details of the change package, the files affected by the change package and the complete history of the change package propagation can be retrieved at any time using the identifiers on the log files maintained by the status accounting operation.

. 

Conclusion

Thus, through the means of some simple external scripts and a simple process, status accounting can be established in a project of any size. Implementing the process plays a key role in establishing the status accounting this way. If the identifiers do not go along with the revision comments then the log files can be of very little use for status accounting. Hence like any other process discipline is the key word in establishing status accounting.
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