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3 \ Here's how | approach
R LR ) learning hard things
and getting better

at programming!
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obout this zine

. , . Juua Evans
Hi' T'm Solia. % EbOrk

blog: jvns.ca

T dont always feel like o wizard. T'm not the most
experienced member on my team, like most people I find
my wark difficult someTimes, and T have o TON TO Lgarw

But over the past S years Tve learned a few 'Hn'ngs that
have helped me. We'll talk about:

how asking dumb questions is actually . superpower
- debugging tools that help you FEEL like a wizard
- how learning to write a design doc has helped me
-how to approach learning a complex system

- readur\g the saource code to your dependencies and
wh(j that's useful

This zine de{:mi{'elj won't teach you to be a wizard

b% itself, but hapefuly it has one or two useful
tipsy

A ot of it is aimed at me, o \itHe earlier
in my career &
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How to be a Wizard
Progrqmmer

who can do anything (tokes a very long time)

ADOASK QUESTIONS. As long as there are people around
you who know things you don't, ask them how todo things.
Dumb ques‘h’ons. ScarS-‘to-ask questions.

Your questions will get less dumb fast.

Run into ol problem your coworkers don‘t know
how to solve either.
(® DECIDE You wiLL FIGURE OUT HOW TO

SOLVE THE PROBLEM ANYWAY
(this is very hard but sometimes it works \)

“The more programming T da, the more issues I run into where:
- T don't know
- my colleagues don't know
- Google doesn’t know
- we 30‘H’a -Figure it out anyway

When this happens, T think:

Right, this is why they pay o
humoan with a brain (me 711Y
who can investigate and learn

LR R

This zine is absut what the skill of “figuce
it out anyway" looks  like.
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When to invest in understanding?

We work with a lotof abstractions . You don't always need to
spend time uy\ders'l'andins how ﬂxeg all work under the hood.

how does wifi work?
No ideal never needed
0 learn about that yet-

But a huge part of becoming a wizard is understanding
how a seeming ly magical computer system works.

When is it useful to spend time learning how a ‘fhfns warks?

~]

® When you're truing to debug a tricky problem

—Sometimes the librairies yoo depend on have bugs

—#Often librairies /systems (like €SS, Linux) have complex
Obstractions (‘+he box model” \that take Hme Yo learn
W' epoll "on Linux

\Jhen Laou're ’cryns to Push the limits / optimize performance

T don't alwans think about the hardware my code runs on.

But if yod're writing data to o file, you're always
limited by the speed of wour disks!

@ When %OU'(Q_ Jcrging to imovate

If\/ou're bui\dinj o new abstraction (like an

async libranj)) yov %oHa vnderstond how
the next layer down works T (epolly select,etc)
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Asking Sooc\ questions

One of moy favourite tools for learning is asking

Questions of all the awesome

people T Know |

= whad’s a good ques‘}fon? z

good ques’f lons:

* ore easy For the pecsan to answer

* get you the information yoo're laoking for

Here are some strategies For asking them:

state what you know

s6, T know when the
dafabase gets a lo
of writes, ¢he hard
drive caat keep up.

that's right 1 1
don't thiak that was
ovr problem though,
look at this- -

This he Ips because

- T 'm forced to think obeot
what I know

“Tm less \ike(s to get answers
that ace too basic or tao
advanced

Teying to guess what the
answer to the questran
might be makes me think and
(an sometimes he|p +hem
See what kind ot answer
T'/m lookm\zj For.

guess what the
answer might be

Do we have S load
balancers because we get
a |lot of HTTP rerf'ues‘}s ?

actually we just
Want 45 be sure it
ok if one goes down
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toke on hard pro;\ec_'ts

To wiap upy let’s talk about one last wizard skill: confidence
when there's a. had project, sometimes T think :

“T'm not sure, maybe
someone better than

me should work on this

and T imagine this * magical * human:

des
(ec;ti\‘ﬁ%&St e é */
* *

Onderstands the ¥ *
busiaess well

=~
"~

knows everything
about every technolagn

% = great communicator

has time for the project

20 years of experience

n prosrammfng:

—* \ere Chansins the tech we use all the time
— every project is different and it's racely

obvigus how to do it

™ there aren't many experts and they certainly
don't hove time to do everything .

So instead , T toke mljsel%:

leans fast

~
works hard —¥ @
6 years of X
e::periente
(aood at /
debugging

?rgure "someone’s gotta dothis”,
write down a plan, and ge‘)‘
started! A lof of the time it
tuns out well, T learn something,
nd feel a little mare like a

e
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