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Scaling Agile Adoption through Local Agile Centers of Excellence 

 

Eric O’Brien, Rebekah Knapp, Harshad Desai and Kurt Seifert 

When adopting agile, one of the most common myths is that agile is a silver bullet.  

After spending a little over a year with the AT&T organization Digital Experience 

and watching their journey through Agile Transformation, they have created their 

own silver bullet through an agile local center of excellence.  This article will outline 

how the Digital Experience organization has implemented a local agile center of 

excellence and why they are critical to scaling agile in large organization/companies 

like AT&T. 

Formation of a Local Agile Center of Excellence (Guide Group) 

The Digital Experience organization realized quickly that a dedicated Agile Coach 

could not be maintained long term and could not provide all the services needed for 

the entire organization.  Digital Experience needed to create their own process with 

the support of the Agile Center of Excellence so that an Agile Coach would not be a 

bottleneck to their organization.  This led to the formation of the Digital Experience 

Guide Group by Kurt Seifert and Rebekah Knapp.  The Digital Experience Guide 

Group is a self-organized team that is the front door for all agile work and has been 

successful in creating their own process to ensure the communication channels have 

been created and teams have the necessary resources to be successful.  To support 

scaling of their team as their organization grows each new member of the guide 

group is trained by members of the guide group.  This train the trainer model allows 

the guide group to function without dedicated support from limited resources.  The 

guide group in addition follows the Scrum Framework and can be seen having daily 

standup and practicing what they teach in their co-located office in downtown Dallas.  

The guide group became the local center of excellence.  The primary goal of the 

local center of excellence is people and communication over process. 

Scaling Through People & Communication 

The local center of excellence realized that they needed to demonstrate value by 

making their work visible and the need to communicate often.  Every week on 

Sunday, Rebekah Knapp creates a release grid of all the work the organization is 

engaged on and distributes it to the right people.  Unlike the Agile Center of 

Excellence the local center of excellence is engaged daily with the right people and 

knows who needs to be informed and engaged.  To ensure the Product Owners and 

Scrum Teams are working on a common working agreement the local center of 

excellence has created the DOR – Definition of Ready process.  This three phase 

process is an organizational process that ensures work is communicated in a 

common format, team members agree to a common practice, work is visible, and the 

scrum framework is implemented by the scrum teams.  Due to a partnership with the 

Scrum Teams Delivery Executive Director Michael Morris and Lead Scrum Master 
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Harshad Desai from the local center of excellence every Scrum Team performs a 

metrics that matter review with Mike Morris. 

Metrics that Matter 

The Agile Center of Excellence recommends agile metrics that matter.  These 

metrics are captured by each of the Scrum Teams and presented to the Executive 

Director Mike Morris after every iteration.  These sessions are attended by multiple 

members of the leadership team the Agile Center of Excellence and the local agile 

center of excellence.  These sessions are not to judge the team but to provide 

leadership support and retrospective on what can be done in the future.   These 

recommendations are communicated to Kurt Seifert’s team and used as input into 

updating the local center of practices processes and evaluating the need for a tiger 

team and additional areas of support that might be needed from the Agile Center of 

Excellence. 

Tiger Team 

A tiger team (sub-team) is a team of self-organized individuals that join together to 

solve a problem.  The Digital Experience local center of excellence has created tiger 

teams to address communication with UI/UX through a custom process and currently 

has a team to address Adobe Tagging issues as well as migration to the new TD 

Platform.  Since these tiger teams come from the organization which has much 

larger capacity than the Agile Center of Excellence, and is able to take risk due to 

their relationships with stakeholders and product owners.  Their lessons learned are 

shared with the Agile COE coach; however, the local center of excellence is 

responsible for their own retrospective and process updates.       

Why Locals Centers of Excellence 

Local centers of excellence create a community of practitioner and learners that can’t 

be provided by the Agile Center of Excellence.  Due to their closeness to the 

stakeholders, product owners, and scrum masters have the communication channels 

already established.  Due to their size they can provide rapid response to issues at 

the local level instead of having to bring issues to agile coaches who could several 

days to follow-up.  Since all members of the local center of excellence are members 

of the same organization their growth is a reinvestment into the organizations 

knowledge base.   As AT&T transforms into an agile company its success will not 

come from the top down but by the multiple communities that interact and learn from 

each other.  As a community of learners we can all become the silver bullet.  Form a 

local community of practice today and become the new Agile Center of Excellence 

today. 
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and operations (think strategy, banner adds, affiliate programs, online sales/sales 
inventory, customer service, credits/returns, web development, redesigns, channel 
management – the whole thing).  Often referred to as “Reebok” because of her 
agility and speed, she has been able to transform how companies traditionally 
manage and deliver large projects.   She fills all spare time working with fellow 
innovators on new product ideas, reading (current business books, classics, and 
New York Best Sellers), gardening, and spending time with her husband and two 
teenagers. She currently is on assignment at AT&T with Business Digital Solutions.  
Visit her LinkedIn Profile at:  https://www.linkedin.com/in/rebekahknapp  
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ended up in a role in the Windsurfing industry (not far from racing cars actually) 
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shows, was my passion although, he had a 'sales' title. Kurt moved into technology 
in his next professional career. As a Director of Sales for Hosting for one of the 
world’s most admired brands, he had a change meeting as part of a new data center 
with the Dir of Operation who handed him his card which had a title of PMP, which 
he had never heard of before. In discussion over dinner, Kurt finally put a 'name' to 
what he had been doing most of his life - Project Manager. The constraints of PMP 
structure quickly showed their limitations and he found himself at Menlo Innovations 
in Ann Arbor at a class on a new way to work. 

Work experience 

AT&T, Director of Program Innovation and Operations 
December 2012 - Present, Dallas, Texas, United States 

 
Kurt’s role(s) has evolved over the years. It began as an Agile transformation project 
in 2012. He built the teams from the ground up, ramping from 1 team to over 25 by 
January 2014. His role included almost every aspect from hiring the Scrum master 
and PO roles to daily standup with the Agile coaches. He worked the Program, 
Project, and release backlogs with the POs to maintain a healthy backlog for the 
teams to consume. Working with Executive leadership he held Quarterly Product 
Vision Team meetings across the various projects. For the first 18 months the focus 
was on educating the Business on Agile methodology and how Scrum works. The 
ceremonies, roles, cadences were the focus, during the startup phase. Into 2014 it 
became apparent that a Product Definition team would need to help agree the 
standard teams, and the intra-team roles in order to successfully 'bake' the Vision & 
technical Solutions. The complexity of the Business and technical environment could 
not be encapsulated into the team itself. Kurt ran the PDT team as a Scrum team 
with a Scrum Master, and himself as the PO. They have daily standup and work 
through backlog just as a dev scrum team would. They hold sprint retrospectives and 
are continually striving to be better each sprint. See more at: 
https://www.scrumalliance.org/community/profile/kseifert2#sthash.OASRRjB4.dpuf 
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