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TECHNOLOGY | Dispatches from the Field

Learning to Code
Some tips from librarians who have done it

I
n te re s t am ong lib ra ria n s  in  
le a rn in g  to code is huge and 
growing. Lately, num erous 
lib ra ry  con fe rences have 

fea tu red  p rogram m ing  tu to ria ls  
o r hackathons. S hort w orkshops 
are w onderfu l fo r in tro d u c in g  
fu n d am en ta l concepts and c re a t­
ing  positive experiences around  
code, but p a rtic ip a n ts  d o n ’t 
necessarily  know 
w hat to  do next.

For my Library- 
Technology Report. I 
reached out to the 
LITA-L, Code4Lib, 
and LibTechWomen 
discussion lists, as 
well as my own n e t­
work, to survey lib rarians on how 
they use code in  th e ir  jobs. I looked 
for people who are not prim arily 
developers and who could share 
examples of short scripts. I also 
asked for recom m endations and 
resources on learning to code and 
found com m on them es. Here are 
th e ir  suggestions:

Find a project. This is the most 
im portant. W hether for work or 
fun, having a goal will help you p e r ­
severe through the inevitable chal­
lenges. You will feel a sense of 
accom plishm ent w hen you make 
progress. You’ll get natural answers 
to questions like “W hat p rogram ­
m ing language should I lea rn ?” and 
“W hat do I need to learn  nex t?” 
W hatever you choose, make it as 
small as possible (or break it down 
into small parts) so it doesn’t get 
too overwhelming, and feel free to

incorporate w orking code snippets 
you find online.

Rely on Google and existing  
code. Modifying existing code is not 
cheating. Someone else may have 
w ritten  code to do most of what you 
want; the ability to read and edit 
o thers’ code can get you a long way, 
even if you never w rite your own 
program s from  scratch. Even expe­

rienced program ­
m ers regularly look 
up syntax details and 
copy code snippets. 
Googling for som e­
th ing  like “ [p ro ­
gram m ing language] 
[problem  keyword] 
example” will often 

tu rn  up helpful code sam ples and 
StackOverflow advice. Browsing 
library coders’ GitHub repositories 
can yield m uch useful code and in ­
spiration , too. The Code4Lib wiki 
page Libraries Sharing Code (bit.ly/ 
1C8M9M2) is a good starting  place.

Write documentation. Google, 
StackOverflow, and (to a lesser ex­
tent) GitHub work as learning tools 
because people have invested tim e 
in  docum entation. Pay it forward! 
W riting up your learning process 
helps those who come after you— 
and yourself in six m onths. W riting 
requires organizing your thoughts 
and is a good self-teaching tool. Ad­
ditionally, many open source p ro j­
ects want help with docum entation 
as well as code, and th is  can be an 
easier route than  code to begin con­
tributing. Read the project guide­
lines, look for a bug tracker with

Even
experienced  
program m ers 
regularly  

look up  syntax details.
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open docum entation bugs, and 
make things better while your m em ­
ory is fresh. W riting docum entation 
increases the chances that others 
will build on your work, which will 
be motivating and rewarding.

Persevere. Learning to code is 
hard. You m ust devote a lot of tim e 
to it. Also, you’ll make m istakes and 
some of them  will be hard  to debug. 
Beginners often th ink  th is m eans 
they don’t have the aptitude, but 
they’re wrong; coders at all levels 
constantly run  into challenging 
bugs. As web developer Kate Ray 
w rites in  TechCrunch (tcrn .ch / 
lD9SiJo), “There is no mastery, 
there is no final level. The anxiety 
of feeling lost and stupid is not 
som ething you learn  to conquer, but 
som ething you learn  to live w ith.”

People don 't talk enough about 
em otion in  learn ing  to code—about 
the in tense ways learning code can 
push us into im postor syndrom e, 
can make us feel we don’t belong 
(particularly if we’re not a 19-year- 
old white male in  a hoodie), can 
make us feel frustra ted  and anxious 
and overwhelmed.

Find a m entor. M entors are 
great for answering technical ques­
tions and for te lling  you about tools 
and best practices that may not be 
w ritten  in  books. But they’re also 
great for holding your hand, cheer- 
ingyou up, and bo lstering  your 
self-confidence. I

ANDROMEDA YELTON is an independent 
consultant This column is adapted from  
her Library Technology Report "C od ing  fo r 
Librarians."
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