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[00:00:00] Welcome 

STEVE WRIGHT: Well, good morning, everybody. Welcome to the ICT Educator Webinar Series for 

the fall of 2020. I’m Steve Wright, the Statewide Director of the California community college ICT 

sector team, which is part of the Workforce Economic Development Department of the California 

community college system. Today’s webinar is brought to by our sector team and produced by 

Nicole Sherman. And our guest speakers all volunteer their time for the sake of the students’ 

success in our system. 

 

You know, we started this series a long time ago, even before the COVID thing, thinking people 

would rather come to see us once a week than go to a conference. But we used to always go every 

winter to the Winter ICT Conference. And of course, this year, they’re virtual, but it’s still going to 

be in the beginning of January 7th and 8th, I believe. So, you might want to sign up for that 

wonderful training opportunity for a lot of the disciplines. So, go on the site and take a look at 

what they’re offering. 
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Just to remind you, on our website, we keep all of the webinars that we produce. There’s over 35 

recorded webinars now, all edited, all my oohs and ahs are taken out, they’re chapterized, 

transcribed, along with the PowerPoint presentations and other relevant links related to their 

topics. We’ve had wonderful people talk to us with very special expertise, and our faculty consider 

this a great resource for class use, labor market information for grants they’re writing and other 

research. And today’s webinar will be posted probably in less than a week, in case you want to 

share it with other folks. 

 

In the next few weeks, we’re going to go ahead and look at the competency-based education 

(CBE)—that’s not to be confused with CBD, which is something you rub on your arthritic wrists. 

This is a work that was done for the Chancellor’s Office, and he’s going to give us some guidance 

on how this is implemented, competency-based education. It sounds pretty common sense, but 

it’s always hard to do those things in a bureaucracy. Then we’re going to be looking at digital media 

dual enrollment—always good to see how high schools and our colleges work together. And then 
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we’re going to be looking at the Cisco Academy, some updates on their DevNet program and 

training that’s going to be offered. 

[00:02:26] Today’s Agenda 

 

STEVE WRIGHT: But today… Today is going to be interesting. I’m really excited about it. I think a 

fundamental aspect of what we all do is tying into student motivation. And why do people learn? 

How do they do it? And on their own? And online? And without us? How does all that happen? 

 I’ve been following Cory on Facebook for a while. I even went out and got his book, OK? 

And I’m really excited to have Cory here today because he leads an amazing group of self-taught 

programmers. I’m going to turn it over to him and his screen right now to tell his story, and he 

should give us some insight, and we’ll be looking forward to some questions and some good dialog 

toward the end of the hour. Thank you. Take it over, Cory. 

CORY ALTHOFF: Awesome. So, great to be here with you guys. I’m super honored to be talking to 

the faculty of different colleges. That’s just a huge honor for me, so thank you so much for having 

me. And I’m going to go ahead and get my presentation started. And thank you for the awesome 

introduction. 

 OK, so welcome to my presentation: How College Faculty Can Benefit from the Self-Taught 

Programmer Movement. My name is Cory Althoff, and like I said, I’m very excited to be with you 
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guys today and to share some of the things that I’ve learned going from a beginner to a software 

engineer outside of school, and sharing that journey with you. 

[00:03:50] About Cory 

• In college, I tried to learn to program but failed. 

• I also wasn’t very good in school—I failed math. 

• How it all started—when I graduated from college with a major in political science, I 

struggled to get a job. 

• Unable to find a job, I decided to try to learn to program. 

• My plan—I bought all the books and courses. 

• 6 months later, I got my first interview… 

• After working at several companies in Silicon Valley, I decided to write a book about my 

experience. 

• To my disbelief… 

o It has now sold more than 100K copies worldwide 

o My Udemy course has 80K students 

o My Facebook community Self-Taught Programmers has 55K members 

• An amazing community—our community is now filled with programmers that have learned 

to code outside of school and gone on to work as software engineers. 

CORY ALTHOFF: So, I did go to college. I went to Clemson University in South Carolina. Actually, 

originally, I went to the University of San Diego, a school in California, but then I decided that I 

wanted to transfer, and I transferred very far away. I was born and raised in actually the Bay Area, 

so I went very, very far away, which my parents were not happy about. 

 So, I went to South Carolina, and in college, I did try to learn to program, but unfortunately, 

I failed. I dropped the class. I found it super intimidating, and I dropped it pretty quickly—I would 

say within the first maybe week, I dropped the class. 
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And in general, I struggled in school. I failed math when I was in college, and I actually 

switched majors. Originally, I was a business major, and I switched to political science because I 

was having so much trouble with the math requirements, which I think now is helpful because I 

can relate to students that are struggling. I wasn’t some student that went to Harvard and got 

straight A’s and, you know, people look at me and say, “Obviously, he was able to teach himself 

how to program and become a software engineer.” 

I can relate. I struggled. I struggled in school. I failed math. So, that has helped me to 

understand where students are coming from that are having difficulties learning, especially 

learning programming. 

So, after I graduated from college (like I said, I majored in political science), I struggled to 

get a job. I felt like I didn’t have the skills that employers were looking for, and I just really struggled 

to get hired. I wasn’t getting interviews, and it was all a pretty frustrating experience for me. 

So, because I could not find a job, I decided to try to learn to program. Now, I had to tried 

to learn in college and had not succeeded, but I decided to give it one more chance. I had moved 

back to Silicon Valley at this point, and being surrounded by it… You know, everyone here 

programs, so I thought, “You know what? I’m going to give it another shot, and I’m going to try to 

teach myself how to program outside of school.” 

 

So, I bought all the books and courses. This is actually the first book 

that I ever bought. It was called Think Python, and it’s a great book. 

I really love it, and it teaches Python in a pretty straightforward 

way. So, I dove into it, I bought some courses as well to supplement 

that, and I got right to it, learning. 
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And I had a little bit more success this time. I was able to write my first program and make some 

great progress, and after self-studying for six months, I ended up getting my first interview, and it 

was at a company called Eat Club—my friend arranged it. So, I got on the phone, I did the interview, 

and I was super excited and nervous. And I completely bombed it. It was terrible. My friend said 

that he got the feedback after and was just like, “I thought you knew what you were doing. The 

software engineer that interviewed you said you were terrible,” all this stuff. That was definitely a 

humbling experience, but I was still very, very excited that I even managed to get the interview. 

 

So, eventually, I ended up working as a software engineer at eBay after hitting the ground and just 

studying more. So, the whole process took around a year of self-study at home, and I got my first 

job as a software engineer at eBay. I couldn’t believe it. It was pretty incredible going from not 

knowing how to write a single line of code to one year later working at eBay, a company in Silicon 

Valley with a very long history. Everyone knows eBay’s name. It was really cool. 
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 And it was also… It was pretty crazy because I was on a team of people that all went to top 

colleges. There were people from Berkeley, people from Cal Tech. It was a very, very elite group 

of people, and here I am, this self-taught programmer who majored in political science. So, it was 

very humbling. I had a lot to learn, and I learned a ton on the job. I definitely was not prepared 

enough, but I did manage to get the job, and that was really cool. 
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[00:08:55] The Self-Taught Programmer 

After working at several companies in Silicon Valley, I decided to 

write a book about my experience. 

CORY ALTHOFF: So, I decided to write a book about my experience. 

After leaving eBay, I went and I worked at a startup. And after that, 

that’s when I decided to write my book The Self-Taught 

Programmer, and my goal was to give people a road map to do what 

I did, to follow the path that I took to go from a complete beginner 

to a software engineer. 

 Because the thing that was frustrating to me when I was learning how to program 

professionally was all of the resources—the books and the courses and all of that—they focused 

on how to learn how to program… But in my journey, I discovered there was a lot more than that 

that you need to learn to become a software engineer, which I’ll cover later. Things like version 

control and stuff like that that the resources that were available, they didn’t cover these kinds of 

things, so I wanted to write one book that wasn’t just about learning how to program, but it was 

about learning to program and everything else that you need to learn to get a job as a software 

engineer, including how to interview—you know, that sort of thing. 

 So, I wrote my book, and to my disbelief, it has now sold more than 100,000 copies 

worldwide, which has been just beyond my wildest expectations. It actually ended up becoming a 

hit in Japan, which was super cool. I had the opportunity to go to Japan and give a keynote speech 

for PyCon Japan last year, and yeah, it has created a really cool community over there of people 

in Japan that are interested in my book. I then created a Udemy course, which now has 80,000 

students, and that is a great community as well, and I also have my original community, which is 

my Facebook community called Self-Taught Programmers, which has 55,000 members and is 

super active. It’s been around for four years, and people comment and post every single day, and 

it’s a great place to go if you want to teach yourself how to program. 
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 And it’s filled with people that are learning, but it’s also filled with people that have 

successfully made the journey from complete beginners to employed software engineers. And it 

shows people that you don’t necessarily have to get a college degree… Not what you guys want to 

hear, but that you don’t have to get a college degree in order to be a programmer. 

 But we also have surprisingly a lot of students that are going through college classes in this 

community, but we have everyone from principal software engineers to junior software 

engineers—people at all different levels that have achieved success as programmers going sort of 

this alternative path. 

 

People like Victor… So, he recently posted in the group, and he shared his story of how, a year ago, 

he did not know how to program at all, and today he’s working with Python at a major tech 

company on the data science team. 
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We’ve got Dragan, who said that he just recently got a job as a full-time programmer without a 

degree. So, we have success stories like this all the time, and it’s super cool. This is why I love doing 

this. It’s just because we have people… I have people messaging me all the time, saying, “You 

changed my life with your book. I never thought I could program, and now I’m making this really 

great salary at a tech company, and I just…” 

We’ve literally got people that will be like, “Oh, I went from all kinds of different work that 

is not an ideal job to working as software engineers,” and it’s definitely been lifechanging for a lot 

of people because, as you can imagine, people that they didn’t even go to school, and they never 

thought they could do this are making the journey, learning how to code, and then landing these 

amazing jobs. So, it’s been really inspiring to see, and that’s why I love doing this.  
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[00:13:06] What I’ve Learned 

I am going to share with you three lessons I’ve learned from this experience you can apply to your 

classrooms. 

CORY ALTHOFF: So, I’ve learned a lot about how to teach programming as a result of doing this for 

what has now been four years. I’m also writing my second book right now. It’s going to come out 

next year. It’s about computer science, so I’m very excited about that as well. 

 So, I’ve been doing this for a while, and I’ve learned a lot, and I’m going to share with you 

three lessons that I’ve learned from my experience doing this that you can hopefully apply to your 

classrooms. 

[00:13:40] Lesson #1: Tell them why! 

Learning to program is hard, so you need to make sure to make it clear to your students why 

learning to program will help them. 

CORY ALTHOFF: So, the first lesson is tell them why. Learning to program is hard, so you need to 

make sure that it’s clear to your students why learning to program will help them. This is a long 

journey that they’re going to embark on. Like I said, it took me a year. It took a lot of other people 

in my community a year, but sometimes it can take two years, three years. It can take a long time, 

and that takes a lot of dedication. 

 So, they need to know what is at the end of the journey and why they should care about 

that—it’s super important. So, if you’re teaching a class, I definitely would recommend starting 

with why. Why should you learn how to program? Why is this hard work going to pay off? 
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So, usually tell my students that the world is changing really fast, and you need new skills to keep 

up. I read a great book called A.I. Superpowers, and in the book, the author said, “I predict that 

within fifteen years, artificial intelligence will technically be able to replace around 40% to 50% of 

the jobs in the United States. So, we’re living through an unprecedented time where technology 

is changing things faster than it ever has. The economy is changing fast, and you need these skills 

to keep up. 

 

Just to emphasize that point, this is a list of jobs via PriceWaterhouseCoopers that they predict will 

not exist in 2030, and there are actually way more than this in the report. I just didn’t have… I 

wasn’t able to fit all of the jobs because there are so many, but as you can see, tax preparers, data 
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entry… There’s tons of jobs that are no longer going to exist in just ten years, so we need to teach 

our students the skills to succeed in a world that is changing so fast. 

 

And there are a ton of computer jobs available in the U.S. right now. There are 389,488 open 

computer jobs available right now, according to Code.org. And one of the problems that people 

have in school is the return on investment, right? So, I was pretty disappointed in majoring in 

political science and spending all that money going to school, all that time, and then coming out 

of school and feeling like I couldn’t get a job, and I didn’t learn the right skills, and employers 

weren’t really interested in the skills I had. 

 That’s not the case with computer jobs. I tell everyone I actually don’t discourage people 

from going to college. People come into my Facebook group all the time and ask me if they should 

drop out of college, and I say, “No, please don’t drop out of college.” I’m trying to give people 

inspiration that they can do it on their own, but certainly the world has not fully changed. People 

favor college degrees. Often companies prefer people with college degrees, and if you get that 

computer science major, especially in California, I mean, you’re set in terms of your career. There’s 

389,000 jobs available right now, and that should be a huge motivating factor. 

Job outlook 2020 – 2029: According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, software engineering 

jobs are projected to grow 22% per year (much faster than average) 

 And computer science jobs are growing like crazy. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, they predict that between 2020 and 2029, software engineering jobs are going to grow 
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by 22% per year, which is much faster than average. I think the average is something like 7%, 6%, 

or even 5%. I’m not exactly sure, but it’s incredibly… The growth is way, way faster in computer 

jobs. 

 

And even if your students don’t want to major in computer science or they don’t want to become 

software engineers, that’s fine. I still think that they should learn how to program because, 

according to a report by Burning Glass, nearly half of all high-income jobs defined as those paying 

over $57,000 a year commonly look for programming skills when hiring. 

 So, I have a lot of students myself that they have no interest in becoming software 

engineers. They are architects, or they’re scientists or any other number of professions, but they 

know that they’re going to be favored in the job hunt when they can program because more and 

more employers are requiring that you know how to program. Even in design, even in finance 

especially, it’s becoming prevalent. These employers want you to know how to program. You’re 

going to be favored in the application process if you do know how to code. It’s just hugely 

important no matter what industry you’re in… 

 

Also, working as a software engineer is a lot of fun, too. So, I think you should try to tell your 

students how much fun it is to work at a tech company. Software engineering as a career is great. 
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You’re never bored. There’s always new challenges. You’re always learning something new, so it’s 

a great career. 

And let them know about the perks of the different tech companies in California, you 

know? If you end up working at Google, you get nap pods and catered lunches and all this kind of 

stuff. So, definitely let them know that there’s a big reward at the end if they do stick it out and 

put in the effort and learn how to program. 

[00:19:03] Lesson #2: Teach the Right Programming Language 

Avoid Java and low-level programming languages like C. This can make the difference between 

success and failure. Schools often teach low-level languages. 

CORY ALTHOFF: So, the next lesson that I’ve learned is to teach the right programming language. 

So, I especially feel passionately that no one should ever teach Java, and you should especially 

avoid low-level programming languages like C to beginners, to clarify. I don’t think that you should 

never teach it, but as a first programming language, I feel very strongly that that teaching a 

language like Python, which is what I recommend, can make the difference between success and 

failure. 

 And unfortunately, schools often teach low-level languages, and I really think that it’s 

beyond dispute at this point. A lot of people still argue this in my Facebook group. I will say that 

you need to teach Python first, and a lot of people will agree, but still people will come out and 

say, “No, you should learn C because it will make you a better programmer or learn Java.” 

 And the most important thing is teaching someone how to program, right? I don’t think 

that you can even dispute that if you teach someone Python, they’re going to have a better success 

rate. It’s just I’ve seen it over and over again, and I’ve had so many of my students tell me about 

their horror stories of learning Java in school. 
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And actually, I’ve tutored two people through community college programming classes, 

and one of them taught Java. The student that I was helping, I was teaching her Python at the 

same time so that she would understand Java. It’s a disaster. 

 

So, like I said, I think that you should always go with Python as the introduction language, the first 

language that you teach someone, because it’s easy to read, it’s simple to understand, it’s in 

incredibly high demand, and there are many different paths that you can take as a Python… 

Very important, especially community colleges, you don’t know for sure that people in your 

classes are going to go on to a four-year degree. They might not. This might be the only skill in 

terms of programming that they’ve learned, and you want them… 

Actually, my wife has an AA, and that’s the only… That’s her highest education. She didn’t 

end up going to get her bachelor’s degree. She got her AA. She was happy with that. She was 

happy with what she learned. 

So, many people are just going to get their AA, so you want to make sure that you're 

teaching them the right skills… Teaching them skills so that they can have a successful career, even 

if they don’t go on to a four-year degree. So, it’s super important to teach them a skill like Python… 
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Because as you can see, Python is the fasting growing programming language right now. It’s 

growing like crazy, and it’s in incredibly high demand. If you look at this survey from StackOverflow, 

you can see that Python is the most wanted technology employers are looking to hire for right 

now. And this ties into point one—when you let your students know this kind of stuff, it will 

motivate them to continue on the journey and not give up. 

 

So, one more just motivating factor, which ties into my first point is that Python developers are 

paid very well. In San Francisco/the Bay Area, which is, of course, California, where you guys all 

teach, Python developers get paid $137,000. That’s a very high salary. That’s very motivating, and 

it’s important to just continually reenforce this type of motivation. 

So, I always show my students “Hello, World!” when this point comes up about Java versus 

Python, and I think it really drives the point home. So, of course, “Hello, World!” is the first 

program that you traditionally teach people learning how to program, and this, as many of you are 

probably aware, is how you create “Hello, World!” in Java. 
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Super complicated. What’s a public static void? What’s a main? What’s a class? What’s a 

system.out? This is far too complicated just to print “Hello, World!” to teach to beginners. And in 

my book, I don’t even introduce classes until halfway through my book. And yet, in order to teach 

someone “Hello, World!” the very simplest program you can possibly do in Java, you have to 

immediately introduces the concept of classes. 

 

This is “Hello, World!” in Python. It’s one line: print(“Hello, World!”) It’s super simple. It’s easy to 

understand. You don’t have to explain classes. You don’t have to explain what a public static void 

is or anything like that. It’s not intimidating, and it’s so much simpler to teach. So, I don’t 

understand how anyone can possibly think that it’s easier to teach someone this than this. 
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 As you can probably tell, I feel very passionately that you should start with Python as your 

first language. As they learn how to program, they’re only going to build more complicated 

programs, and things in Java remain equally hard to understand, and in Python they are much 

simpler, which leads to a much higher success rate for people learning how to code. 

[00:24:50] Lesson #3: A Few Other Things to Think About 

The order you teach things in is important… 

CORY ALTHOFF: So, lesson three is just a few other things to think about, a few other things I’ve 

learned in my journey. So, this lesson is that the order that you teach things in is important. That’s 

something that I’ve learned, is that order matters. 

 

So, I always tell my students about Josh Waitzkin, and he became a chess prodigy by learning chess 

in reverse. Traditionally, when you’re learning chess, you start by learning and memorizing a bunch 

of opening moves. 

 But what he did was he decided on end game first, which is when there’s a pawn or two 

pawns and a kind left. And by changing the way he sequenced his learning, he was able to go on 
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and become a world chess champion. And I tell my students that you can do the same thing with 

programming to increase your odds of learning to code. 

 

So, something I’ve seen at universities… Maybe not every university does this, but often I see that 

they teach a lot of theory and computer science and math before they teach you how to program, 

and I think that’s a big mistake. So, universities cover things like binary and compilers and 

operating systems and discrete math and calculus and all this stuff before they teach you how to 

write programs. 

 And that’s a big mistake because writing programs is a lot easier than all that stuff. Writing 

a Python program is not nearly as hard as calculus, and it gets you addicted. Also, depending on 

what you actually… What career path you follow, you might not need to know all that stuff as 

much. I never had to do any math my entire time working as a software engineer, and I’ve talked 

to tons of software engineers who say the same thing. And I’m not saying that math is not 

important. I’m just saying, when you tell someone that they need to learn calculus before they can 

learn how to program, A, that’s just not true, and B, it discourages people. It really discourages 

people, so why do that? 

 You know, there is a time and a place to learn all this stuff, but honestly, I probably could 

not pass a calculus class right now. Or certainly, I’d have to study a lot, yet I could go out and get 
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a job as a software engineer. I’ve never one time had in an interview someone ask me a question 

about math. 

 So, I’m not saying that colleges should change their entire curriculum. If you do want to go 

out and get a job at Google, it’s very important that you learn math and study all that stuff, but 

think about the order that you're teaching stuff. Get people writing programs, which is really fun 

and gets them addicted, and maybe then they’ll be motivated to go out and learn all this other 

stuff, which is harder. 

 So, for self-taught programmers, I focus on teaching very practical stuff that you're going 

to use in practice on the job. So, I encourage students to focus on learning the program in Python, 

learning programming styles—I focus on OOP, which is object-oriented programming. Also, they 

should focus on learning programming tools, things like version control and regular expressions, 

which are going to come up a lot on the job, and then to study computer science, specifically 

focusing on data structures and algorithms, because that’s what I’m writing my book about right 

now, and 99% of the material in a technical interview is going to cover data structures and 

algorithms, so that’s super, super important to study that. 

 And then I also teach people how to actually get a job. So, I have this method I call 

“Climbing the Freelance Ladder” to get a job that I’ll share with you in a little bit. But I think it 

would be really cool if you guys taught in your classes how to actually get a job. What does it take? 

How can you get a job with no experience? 

 So, I’m not saying colleges should change their entire curriculum, but the key takeaways 

are focus on having your students write programs first, and then maybe emphasize some of this 

practical stuff more than theory and math. So, things like programming styles, programming tools, 

that kind of stuff, how to get a job—maybe emphasize that a little bit more. Or consider it.  

Teach Coding as a Craft: You wouldn’t teach a car mechanic by quizzing him 

CORY ALTHOFF: I think that coding should be taught as a craft. So, you wouldn’t teach a car 

mechanic by quizzing him or her, and I don’t think you should quiz people in programming. While 
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I was tutoring two students through community college classes, I was frustrated by the amount of 

quizzes. I felt like that they were a pretty big waste of time, and they didn’t accomplish anything. 

One, I hate to break it to you, but I think your students are probably Googling the answers and 

that they’re all available on the internet. And I know that there’s technology with browsers to stop 

that, but you know you can just go in a different browser. I’m not saying I would ever do that, but 

I have a feeling that maybe a lot of people perhaps are doing that. 

And I just don’t think that encourages a love of learning, and you’re really never going to 

be quizzed as a software engineer, you know? Someone was like, “All the quiz answers were just  

trivia about Python,” and I don’t think that’s very useful. 

Focus on Projects: Why quiz students when you can focus on projects instead? 

CORY ALTHOFF: And I don’t understand why you would focus on quizzing students when you can 

focus on projects. So, you know, you give someone a quiz, and they can just guess, or they can 

Google the answers or whatever. Or they can just memorize the answers without actually really 

learning, but you can’t do that with projects. 

 If you have your students build projects, they’re going to become better programmers. It’s 

fun. I think that building projects, especially in Python, are a ton of fun, and it gets students 

addicted to learning, and it really makes them love programming as opposed to just regurgitating 

quizzes that they’re not really interested in. 

 

I think that you should specifically focus on teaching your students how to build games. I teach 

Hangman and war and Madlibs. I don’t have poker in my book, but I think that would be really 



26 
 

cool. And if you want to add poker to your curriculum, I think it would be cool to have your students 

build a website with a little UI that deals cards and lets you play poker. 

 But in any case, just focusing on games is a great way to make programming fun. And once 

a student completes that first game, they’re really going to get it. I think they’re going to be hooked 

on programming and say, “Wow, this is really fun,” and they’re going to want to learn more. 

 

I think it’s also really important to do code reviews. So, a code review, if you're not familiar, is a 

process of having a more experienced programmer read your program and give you feedback on 

how you can improve. 

So, I did that for all my students in a mentorship program that I started, and they loved it. 

I would go through, I would give an assignment, and then I would leave comments about their 

code and how they can improve. So, that’s very important. 

As self-taught programmers, one problem that we have is that we might think that we’re 

writing really good code, but we’re not. We’re actually making mistakes, or our code is way longer 

than it needs to be. So, code reviews are really important, and I think that is an advantage of the 

college system, is you have professors who know how to program and can give this type of 

feedback that can really help. 

You also are going to want to embrace community. So, one idea that I had that I thought 

would be really cool is, if colleges want to create a Facebook group for everyone that’s learning to 

program at the entire school, that could be super cool. 
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 One lesson that I learned is that you have to go where the students are. So, I know that a 

lot of you use Blackboard and their forums. There are forums on there, but no one is logging onto 

Blackboard in their free time. 

 So, I originally actually had my group as a forum on my website, and it did not work out 

because people don’t just go to my website for fun, but they go to Facebook for fun. So, once I 

switched the forum from my website to Facebook, that’s when it really took off, because everyone 

just uses Facebook in their free time, and it appears… Things from my group appear on their feed, 

and it’s just more natural. 

So, you have to go where the students are. It doesn’t have to be Facebook, but there’s a 

lot of options, you know? You could create a Slack channel. Those are getting really popular. Or 

look at different social media networks. But you have to go where the students are, if you want 

them to create and form a community. 

Prepare them for technical interviews: Focus on data structures and algorithms 

Another thought is that it would be great if colleges could prepare students for technical 

interviews. I actually think that this is something that colleges do particularly well because they do 

focus a lot on computer science and data structures and algorithms, but I just wanted to remind 

you that a lot of college students get out of school, and they can’t pass a technical interview. So, 

it’s very important that students understand data structures and algorithms. 

They should be able to pass FizzBuzz. If you’re not familiar with that, it’s a programming 

question that they say, “99 out of 100 applicants for programming jobs fail.” I don’t know if it’s 

exactly that high, but it’s basically… The question is: Can you print the numbers from one to a 

hundred, and if the number is even, you print… If it’s a multiple of three, you print Fizz, and if it’s 

a multiple of five, you print Buzz. If it’s a multiple of both, print FizzBuzz. So, you just need to be 

able to answer questions like that when they are preparing for their technical interviews when 

they want to get hired. 

Teach them how to get hired: A concept called climbing the freelance ladder can help. 
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And I also think it would be amazing if you could teach them how to get hired. So, I came up with 

a concept called “Climbing the Freelance Ladder” that I think can help people get hired. I teach 

that in my course, and a lot of people have had success with it. 

 

If you’re not familiar with freelancing, a freelance programmer is a person who does contract 

coding work for different companies. 
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And climbing the freelance ladder is, essentially, a way to build experience. The problem that a lot 

of my students have is they know how to program, but they’re applying to jobs and not getting 

hired because they don’t have any experience. So, this is a way of using freelancing to build more 

and more experience in order to solve that problem. So, basically, students can pick a freelance 

platform. There’s one called Upwork. Other options are Freelancer and Fiverr. 
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And then start with easy projects like web scraping. If you're not familiar with web scraping, it 

basically means writing a program that can harvest data from the internet. So, there are tons of 

jobs that are $5 jobs or $10 jobs or $25 jobs on these types of websites, so I suggest that students 

go on Upwork, they look for web scraping jobs, and they complete a $5 project. 

Focus on getting positive reviews: 5-star reviews will help you land more projects 

Work your way up to bigger and bigger projects 

And they focus on getting positive reviews. Landing five-star reviews will help them land more and 

more projects, which allows them to go from $10 projects to $15 projects to $20 projects to $100 

projects. Pretty soon, you’re doing $1,000 projects, and then maybe you get a one-month contract 

and a two-month contract. 

Put your experience on LinkedIn and watch recruiters come to you! 

Then you can put your experience on LinkedIn, and sometimes recruiters will even come to you. 

This is the method that I used to get hired. I freelanced. I built a bunch of experience. I didn’t apply 

to jobs with no experience. By the time I was ready to get a job at a traditional company, I had all 

this experience doing freelance work, which I acquired by climbing the freelance ladder, and 

actually the recruiter from eBay ended up reaching out to me. 
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So, here’s just a message I received from the team at Tesla asking if I was interested in working at 

Tesla. So, as you can see, I just wanted to show that this does work, and my students have had a 

lot of success with it. Traditionally, colleges don’t teach this kind of stuff. I think it would be really 

cool if you did. 
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[00:37:28] Resources to Help Your Students 

• The Self-Taught Programmers FB group 

• StackOverflow 

• #codenewbie Twitter talks 

• Learn to Code with Me podcast 

• Learn Programming SubReddit 

CORY ALTHOFF: So, here are some resources that I put together that your students might be 

interested in. The first is the Self-Taught Programmers Facebook group, which, of course, I’ve 

talked about a lot. But as I said earlier, you don’t have to be a self-taught programmer to join it. 

We have tons of college students in there, and you can go ahead and get help if you are stuck on 

a coding question. Or if you just want a sense of community, it’s a great place to do that. 

 StackOverflow, of course, is another great place to get answers to your questions. It’s 

basically a website that you can go to, to ask programming questions. 

 #codenewbie is pretty cool. That is an organization that’s dedicated to helping new 

programmers. Every, I think, Wednesday or Thursday, you can go on their website 

codenewbie.org. You can use the hastag #codenewbie on Twitter, and they have thousands of 

people just talking about programming, mostly new programmers just having a general 

conversation on social media, so that’s pretty cool. 

 There’s the Learn to Code with Me podcast that focuses on new programmers, and your 

students might be interested in listening to that. 

 There’s also the Learn Programming SubReddit—that’s a section of Reddit that’s dedicated 

to people that are teaching themselves how to code, and I think they have a million people in 

there, so it’s pretty popular, and that’s another great place. 
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[00:38:47] Questions 

CORY ALTHOFF: I hope this was helpful for everyone. And let me know if you have any questions. 

It was great getting a chance to talk with you all, and thank you for giving me this opportunity to 

share some of my thoughts and to share what I’ve learned. So, thank you, guys, so much. 

STEVE WRIGHT: Wow, Cory, that was incredible. I mean, just looking at the chat and seeing some 

of the things people said, I know you hit a lot of important notes. We’ll give everyone a chance to 

put questions in the chat box if you like, or we’ll open it up for other questions in just a second. 

 I just want to make a couple of comments… The last slide you listed some resources, and I 

thought, “Well, that’s good—everybody should know about those,” but then I started thinking, 

“How often do those resources change?” I mean, how long ago was everyone telling me, “Hey, 

you’ve got to go on GitHub—that’s where everything is happening?” Do you see these resources 

here changing over time? I mean, is it static? 

CORY ALTHOFF: I’m sure that they’ll change over time, but some of these have been around for 

many years. Yeah, so I don’t think… But a lot of people still use GitHub—it’s pretty popular. So, I 

don’t think it’s going to change, too. I’m sure there will be new things. I’m sure three years from 

now, I’ll be, “Oh, and you also have to check this out and check this out.” You know, I’m sure… I 

think that this is only growing, so more and more people are learning how to program, and the 

amount of resources really has been taking off. So, I think that, if anything, there’s just going to be 

more resources to present to people, but I still think they’ll be useful. 

STEVE WRIGHT: Now, I like that part, I would call it the bootstrapping—you know, freelancing job 

piece. It helps people know that they can get some experience instead of that big gap, waiting for 

the first job. But how important do you think it is that they have hybrid skills? You mentioned there’s 

a lot of opportunities in finance these days. Should somebody… Would they be in a better position 

if they were learning Python and they also knew a little bit about finance or automotive or anything 

like that? Or can you just kind of start with just the programming? 
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CORY ALTHOFF: Yeah, I think it depends on what your goal is. If you want to become a software 

engineer, if that’s your primary objective, I would recommend just sticking to that because there’s 

so much to learn there that if you throw another subject on top of that, it’s just probably 

overwhelming. But if, you know, your goal is that you want to get into architecture or finance and 

you just want an edge because of programming, then yeah, I think that’s great. 

 Also, another point is, if that is your goal… Say you want to go into finance, and you’re just 

learning programming, then you really shouldn’t learn any of the computer science or the theory 

or the math or the calculus. That’s another point, is just it makes absolutely no sense if someone 

is going into finance, and they just want to be able to program to automate some stuff, they really 

don’t need to learn any of that stuff, and that’s when it’s especially important not to intimidate 

them with calculus or anything like that. 

 One more thing I’ll say is that… I mean, I definitely think that combining multiple skills is a 

way to become successful. I read this book where the author is actually the creator of Dilbert, and 

he was talking about how, if you want to become the top 1% in the world at something, it’s really 

difficult. Say you want to become the 1% of best programmers in the world. That’s actually hard, 

but say you want… 

It’s easier to instead focus on two skills. So, you could say, “I’m going to be the best person 

in finance and… I’m going to be in the top 10% of finance and the top 10% of programmers,” and 

that’s actually easier than trying to be the top 1% of just one thing, so I think that combining skills 

is super important. 

STEVE WRIGHT: That’s good to know. One other question I had here: How do you suppose this 

COVID environment we’re in, the virtual environment… You mentioned all these wonderful free 

cafeterias the tech firms have—well, they’re sitting empty right now! Are the jobs still occurring if 

people are distributed? 

CORY ALTHOFF: Yeah, for sure. I mean, from what I’ve seen, there’s a lot of computer science jobs. 

They’re just all gone remote. So, you know, hopefully, it will end at some point, too, but yeah, I 
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definitely think that there… I mean, there are definitely still a ton of… I’ve been doing a lot of posts 

on my blog and stuff about companies that are still hiring software engineers. I don’t think it’s 

impacted the hiring of software engineers. It’s just everything has gone remote. 

STEVE WRIGHT: Well, I’m going to go down the list of some of these chat questions. Byron Lily 

says, “Wow, that was fantastic. What was your favorite course Clemson?” 

CORY ALTHOFF: Yeah. Oh man, my favorite course was probably… Oh man, I don’t know. I really 

enjoyed my time there. The really cool thing was the football games! They were amazing! Going 

to those games were like NFL games. We have a stadium that seats 100,000 people, so that was 

super cool. 

 But in terms of courses, definitely, writing. I mean, I think that in my college experience, 

my writing classes had the biggest impact on me. It really inspired me to write my book, and I 

definitely benefited from those courses. [crosstalk] 

STEVE WRIGHT: And that’s speaks to your hybrid statement as well! I mean, writing a book has 

propelled you, and it’s helped a lot. Next question, Gina Hanson asked, “Do you think GitHub is 

relevant anymore?” 

CORY ALTHOFF: Oh yeah, for sure. Pretty much everyone uses GitHub at companies, and it’s yeah, 

it’s definitely super relevant. You have to know how to use it. That’s something I struggled when I 

was at eBay was using GitHub. It’s kind of hard when you are actually… You know, it’s one thing to 

use it alone in your room when it’s just you, but when you're actually collaborating with other 

people on a project, it’s kind of hard. 

 And I remember my boss actually getting frustrated with me because I was struggling. I 

was having a hard time with GitHub. I think that’s something that schools should spend a lot of 

time teaching because it’s very important. 
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 I mean, whether it’s GitHub or another form of version control, version control definitely 

is not going away anytime soon, and it’s what programmers use to collaborate on all of their 

projects, so it’s very, very important. 

STEVE WRIGHT: A couple of our listeners really responded to your emphasis on Python. Pat 

McClanahan brings up a point that we all know here, is we have a standardized transfer model 

curriculum in the community college system that allows a student to take certain courses here, 

which then automatically transfer to the CSUs. There’s, what, thirty-something CSUs? And it 

includes C+ as the primary language. And what you're saying kind of is music to their ears, but 

we’d love to get the four-year CSUs to shake them and say, “Hey, you know, maybe that’s not the 

right thing.” 

CORY ALTHOFF: Yeah, that’s crazy. I really don’t understand it. If you saw the amount of horror 

stories I get from people, it’s just… Well, any time the subject comes up… I mean, it’s really, really 

frustrated. I don’t understand. 

STEVE WRIGHT: I understand that. I mean, bureaucracies move very slowly. 

CORY ALTHOFF: Right. 

STEVE WRIGHT: And so a student, when they come out of high school, they have an opportunity 

to go to community college for two years, take those transfer classes, and then get guaranteed 

admission in a CSU and get that coveted CS degree. 

CORY ALTHOFF: Right. 

STEVE WRIGHT: So, it’s a pathway that it sounds like it’s a tradeoff. Are you willing to spend four 

years getting a CS degree? Or do you want to go out and learn something valuable and get to work 

in a year? 

CORY ALTHOFF: Yeah. I mean, so I think the way you guys can solve it at community colleges is just 

to Python and then teach C++, or you can teach them together: “This is how you do it in Python. 
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This is how you do it in C++.” Because it’s not that there’s no value in ever learning C++. It just 

shouldn’t be their first language. So, I think that’s fine. I think that you could definitely make a 

difference just by… I don’t think you should just say, “Oh, well, these universities have this 

requirement. Therefore, we’re going to start with C++.” I think it would be a lot better for you guys 

to say, “OK, well, that’s fine—we’re going to teach Python, and then we’re going to teach C++ 

after.” I promise, if you teach someone Python first, they’re going to have a way higher success 

rate of learning C++. That’s how I look at it. 

STEVE WRIGHT: I’m looking at some of these other questions here. I think I’ll go ahead and open 

it up to the group, if anybody wants to verbally speak up and ask questions. 

MIKE: Can I grab one, Steve? 

STEVE WRIGHT: Yeah, Mike. 

MIKE: So, my question, Cory, is how could I partner with my students? I teach a Python course, so 

How could I partner with my students and make them a self-taught programmer? 

CORY ALTHOFF: So, yeah, I actually address that in my book. So, when I talk in my book, when I 

specifically address people that are in college, I say, “Look, you don’t have to be learning outside 

of the school system in order to practice this self-taught programmer philosophy. You just have to 

really have a love of learning, want to learn outside of school.” 

So, encourage your students to learn outside of school. You can say, “Hey, you know what? 

I’m teaching you Python right now, but it would be really great if you could work on projects 

outside of school.” 

The thing that makes someone follow the self-taught philosophy is basically a love of 

learning, wanting to learn whether you’re told to or not, and yeah, basically, it’s sort of a love of 

learning and loving programming and wanting to do it whether you’re told to or not. 

STEVE WRIGHT: There you go, Mike. 



38 
 

MIKE: I just… So, we often talk these days about something called the flipped classroom, where 

the students do their studying at home and come to class for a discussion. And it would seem to 

me that if I was smart enough, I could arrange a discussion to motivate these people to kind of 

manage their own learning, to act like, even though they’re in my class and they have to do my 

assignments, I’d like to be able to get them to take responsibility for their own learning and 

become a self-taught programmer. 

CORY ALTHOFF: Yeah. 

MIKE: And do you have any ideas on that? 

CORY ALTHOFF: Yeah. Hmm, let’s see… How do you get students to manage their own learning? I 

mean, yeah, I think that getting rid of quizzes is a step in the right direction, you know? Because 

they’re sort of accountable for their own learning. And focusing on projects. If you make them 

focus on projects, then they’re responsible for figuring it out. And let’s see… I don’t know. I’m 

going to have to get back to you on that one because that’s sort of a tough question, but I can 

certainly think about it and try to see what I come up with. 

MIKE: Thank you. 

STEVE WRIGHT: I think it’s a tough one because the motivating effect of learning on your own 

versus being in a classroom… I guess what we’re trying to explore here—and that’s a great 

question, Mike, because we are asking ourselves, “How can we latch onto some of these ideas, 

Cory, that you’ve been using and somehow enlist them in the classroom?” 

 I see a question popping up a couple places here on hackathons—what’s your thought 

about hackathons? 

CORY ALTHOFF: Oh, yeah! They’re really cool. I’m getting ready to host one right now. There’s this 

company called Monday.com—I don’t know if you’ve heard of them, but they’re doing a big Tesla 

giveaway for programmers that write an app for their new app store. So, I think I’m going to be 

hosting a hackathon for them. I don’t know a virtual hackathon is going to work, but it might be 
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something like this, where everybody is on Zoom, and they’re just kind of hanging out and building 

apps for this contest. So, I think they definitely have potential still. It is, of course, nicer to be able 

to have pizza and be in person, but I think hackathons definitely are a very cool way… 

 I think that would be cool for colleges, too. I mean, I guess that could be an answer to your 

question—if you guys host a hackathon and have your students come, and it’s not mandatory, 

then that is taking control of your own learning because you’re going out and doing something 

and participating in something that’s not required, but it is making you a better programmer. 

STEVE WRIGHT: We’re also seeing some questions about how do you start in Python? There’s Code 

Academy and other places. And of course, there’s your book. I mean, I started thinking that myself. 

“OK, if I wanted to started on this right now, what do I do? Do I just pick up the book and start 

reading? Or do I go online? Do you have an online class as well, right? 

CORY ALTHOFF: Yes, yes. So, I have a Udemy course and the book, and they’re both meant for 

absolute beginners. So, I assume no prior programming knowledge, and that’s actually… OK, one 

thing that I think I did well was that other programming resources don’t do as well is they assume 

that you know all kinds of stuff, and I never… In my books, I try to assume that no one knows 

anything. 

 But I think that’s very helpful because, if you just assume, for instance, very basic math. I 

don’t assume people know very basic math, and that’s helpful because a lot of people do, but 

some people don’t, so I target it towards ultra ultra beginners, where I’m going to explain to you 

what modular means. I’m going to explain to you what, you know, all that kind of stuff means and 

not assume that you have any sort of prior background in coding, which I think is helpful. 

 And other resources… So, there’s my book, my course, and then, of course, yeah, Code 

Academy is a big one. There’s EdX. Actually I built a website called CodingList.com that lets you 

filter by Python or Java. It has like a hundred filters, and then it shows you different courses. So, 

that’s another resource you could check out if you’re interested. But Udemy is great. I mean, they 

usually have sales, and they’re usually $15, and Coursera is really great as well. 
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STEVE WRIGHT: So, I’m seeing a few questions about open-source computer science degrees, like 

Linux or others, that are out. How do you feel about the whole online industry in training right now 

for computer science and coding? 

CORY ALTHOFF: I’m mostly familiar with the Udemys and the Courseras and that sort of thing. I 

mean, I think Udemy is great. It empowers anyone to go out and create a course. And if any of you 

want to create a Udemy course, that could be pretty cool, too. I think that could be interesting as 

well because I know a lot of you have developed your own curriculum. But I think it’s cool that it 

empowers people to teach on a massive scale. I definitely never before would have been able to 

reach 80,000 students. I actually only created my Udemy course one year ago, so 80,000 in one 

year is a pretty crazy reach, and platforms like Udemy make that possible to teach on a massive 

scale. 

 So, I think that’s definitely the general direction that things are going—very cheap online 

courses distributed to huge amounts of people and then forming communities based on those 

courses. I know Cole Steele is another Udemy teacher, and he has a really big Facebook group 

based on his course. So, I definitely see that as the future. You know, you can take these sort of 

courses and then communicate with the other people taking the courses in a Facebook group or 

a Slack channel or whatever it is. So, that’s where I see that. 

STEVE WRIGHT: I love listening to you, Cory, because I’m trying to synthesize what it is about your 

message that I think is so captivating, and it part of it is that it’s kind of a grassroots, bootstrapping 

kind of way—anybody can do it. And then another part of it seems to be that you’ve got to keep 

the objective—the job and the fun and those kinds of things clearly defined (the money, too) and 

in front of you. And the original reason for being interested in having you speak to the group is can 

we remind ourselves how to tap student motivation? And I think you’ve really covered some 

wonderful points. We’ve got time for about one more question, if anybody out there has a burning 

issue. 

CORY ALTHOFF: Cool. Thank you for that. 
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AUDIENCE MEMBER: Aw, heck, Steve. Let me go. First, I teach business at DeAnza College, and 

Cory, thank you so much. This one really spoke to me. Thanks for starting with your personal 

story—very, very powerful. 

 You know, I teach business, and I’ve been doing it for twenty years. And for me, part of it 

is about telling students what’s the latest stuff that would enable them to bypass the bureaucracy, 

whatever works for them. Because you know what? If they get skills and they get employment, 

you know, my community is made safer and the world made a better place, you know? It’s like a 

thousand little V8 engines or a million or a billion, you know? This could make a difference. This is 

big stuff we’re talking about. So, I’m not worried about protecting my job. I’m worried about how 

to help students navigate the confusing array of choices. 

 My question for you is about your hackathon. So, would the people that participate in your 

hackathon split the Tesla or something or would one of them go away and win it on their own? 

How does that work? 

CORY ALTHOFF: Oh, that’s a great question. Yeah, no, you wouldn’t split it. It’s basically it would 

just be everyone hanging out, building their own apps, and just for the fun of talking while you’re 

coding, basically. I’m trying to figure out the exact format. So, I’m thinking either Zoom or maybe 

Slack. I mean, it’s sort of hard to code while you’re talking on Zoom, and that might be distracting, 

but I’m not sure. I have a Slack channel as well that I’m working on building, so maybe just typing 

on Slack: “How’s everyone doing?” I don’t know how captivating it’s going to be, so if you want to 

come, you’re welcome to come, and you can check it out, but it’s going to be definitely an 

experiment. I’m going to have to brainstorm ways to keep it more engaging than, you know… Since 

we can’t do the in-person type stuff, which is frustrating, but… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Well, I’m relieved to hear that you’re still scratching your head about some 

of this stuff and trying experiments because that’s what we all should be doing. 

CORY ALTHOFF: Oh, yeah, it’s really hard. Do you know Shelley Bowers by any chance? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I do not. 
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CORY ALTHOFF: She worked at DeAnza for like twenty-five years. I grew up in the Bay Area, so I… 

I actually went and saw Steve Wozniak speak at DeAnza, and that was super, super cool, so I love 

DeAnza. It’s very close to where I grew up, so it’s great to meet a professor from there. It’s 

awesome to meet you. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Thank you. 

STEVE WRIGHT: All right, we’re going to wrap it up there. Thank you, Byron, for that last question. 

And thank you once again, Cory, for just a fascinating discussion. To everybody on the call, this 

recording will be put together in probably less than a week, and you’ll all get a notice that it’s 

available. Nicole is great about getting all that stuff done for us. Thank you, Nicole, for producing 

this. And we’ll see you all again next week, 10 o’clock on Friday, for the next ICT Educator Series. 

Thanks again, Cory. 

CORY ALTHOFF: Thank you guys so much. I really appreciate you guys giving me the opportunity 

to do this. I had a lot of fun, so it was great to meet you all. And thanks for the wonderful questions. 

And best of luck! You guys are awesome. I really appreciate college professors and faculty and 

everything that you guys do. I think you guys are doing an amazing job. Thank you. It’s just an 

honor to be here. Everyone, have a great day and take care. Thanks again. 

STEVE WRIGHT: Thank you. Bye-bye. 

CORY ALTHOFF: Bye, guys. 

 


