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Things I Wish I Knew Before…

� Alternate titles: 

– “Things I Learned the Hard Way”

– “I would have been More Productive if…”

– “What they Don’t Teach you in CS classes”

– “select lessons from life where date > graduation”

– “Confessions of a Tech Weenie”

� Grouped by category from the bottom up
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Save your fingers

� Blog with expanded comments: www.marcelk.org

� Email me for a copy of this file
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Computer Science and I/T

� Computer Science is a tool, not an end.
Use it to solve problems and create opportunities.

� I/T is about cross-application integration with the  
goal of business process optimization.
Think end-to-end.

� I/T needs ease-of-use and less complexity.
More features doesn’t always solve the problem.

� Good solution builders are scientists and artists.
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Technology

� Doing something is typically straightforward. 
Figuring out what to do is hard.

� Projects are too big to do by yourself. You must 
work in a team. The definition of “team” is broad.

� Everything that does something for you
also does something to you.
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Technology (cont’d)

� Proprietary: bad
Standards-based: good

� Build ecosystems instead of vendor lock-in.

� If you have to create your own infrastructure, 
you’ll never finish the project.

� You don’t have the time to be a control freak.

� Standing on the shoulders of others is not only 
OK, it’s required. Don’t reinvent wheels.
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Working in Technology

� Startups aren’t necessarily good.
Big companies aren’t necessarily bad.

� You’ll spend less time working on technology 
than you expect.

� There is much more that goes into a product than 
writing code.

� Get the bureaucracy to work for you instead of 
always pushing against it.
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Technology Knowledge

� Fully keeping up with technology is impossible. 
Learn how to learn, especially JIT.

� You don’t have to take a class to learn something.

� Learn a little about a lot of things.

� Read news summaries from worthwhile sources.

� I never used all those math classes.
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Problem Solving

� Build a network of people. Asking for advice is 
quicker and usually more insightful than learning 
the hard way.

� There is always more than one way to do it. 
Identify the pros and cons of each, and figure out 
what makes the most sense in each circumstance.

� Innovation usually happens before execution. 
Think critically before you act.
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Business and Technology

� Technology adoption is driven by business.

� Business can’t accomplish things without 
technology. Technology isn’t worth anything 
without business.

� If you build a better mousetrap, they will not come .

� A project, no matter how technically competent, 
without a paying customer is eventually doomed 
for failure.

� Articulate the TCO and ROI.
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Business and Technology (cont’d)

� You must be able to communicate your value to 
management and customers. If you can’t influence 
someone or get them to adopt your solution then 
what’s the point?

� There is a difference between removing barriers 
and creating incentive. You need both.
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Promotions

� It’s not what you know
It’s not who you know
It is who knows what you know

� Doing more of the same is not enough.

� Doing what is asked is not enough.

� Ask your manager what the expectations are.
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Working with Others

� Credit and gratitude are not limited resources.

� Be ambitious but be humble.

� Don’t make assumptions about other people.

� My lack of planning does not mean that they need to  treat 
my request as urgent.

� Do what you say you will. Keep your word.

� The best humor is self-deprecating.

� Share compliments with managers (and cc employee).

� There always is someone smarter, faster, and better  looking.
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Managers

� Managers don't have a magic wand. 
They can’t automagically fix messy problems.

� Managers do not have a superset of the 
employees’ knowledge.

� Managers can’t read minds. Don’t assume. 
Communicate explicitly.

� You are responsible for your own career. 
But ask for help.
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You and Your Job

� Your job is what you make of it.

� Work / Life balance doesn’t have good default 
settings. You must do explicit actions.

� Your employer will accept as much extra time as 
you give, especially if you are not paid overtime.

� Talk regularly with a mentor.

� You are not your job.
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Working

� We are employed to add value, not spend money.

� It’s easy to stay busy, but are you accomplishing 
anything worthwhile?

� If you aren't looking at it from a customer 
perspective, you aren't looking at it.

� You can’t do everything. Pick what you won’t do.
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New Employment

� Don't expect your first job to be your dream job. 
Look for a path, not an endpoint.

� Be willing to stretch your comfort zone 
(geographically, work type, etc.). You will be 
surprised at how much you like.

� Know your employer’s business model.

� Get internships, even with competitors, maybe 
even delaying graduation.

� Start looking and preparing much earlier.
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Successful Employment

� If you want to make a difference, look for the 
chaos. There isn't as much opportunity in a stable 
environment.

� Good employees rise to challenges instead of 
punting. Learn to adapt and dive in. If it were eas y, 
someone else would be doing it.

� Stay above the commodity line.
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Life

� Understand other people’s motivations.

� Define your values and goals.

� Your behaviors should support your goals.

� Expect your goals to change. Success is dynamic.

� Don’t let others define success for you.

� Be grateful for what you have. It can always be wor se.

� You can get rich by getting more or wanting less.

� Life is one great balancing act.

� Choose to be happy now. Enjoy the journey.
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Additional References

� Dr Seuss: Oh, the Places You’ll Go!
(Visit your city library)

� Swanson’s Unwritten Rules of Management
(Google it)

� Business 2.0 magazine
www.business20.com

� Guy Kawasaki blog
blog.guykawasaki.com


