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Chapter

More Than Just an “OK’’ Dev

Gabriel Somoza

In today’s web development market there are tons of job openings with excel-
lent salaries and perks like cars, work-from-home arrangements, unlimited
holidays, opportunities to become certified, and so on. But how long until
the bubble bursts? A growing number of people are being raised to become
programmers, and some have been programming since before they could even
talk. Are you ready to compete with the upcoming waves of younger, smarter
developers?

I was raised in Argentina, one of a few countries where you wouldn’t necessarily be surprised
to learn that your taxi driver had a medical degree. As in many other parts of the world, doctors
in Argentina are overworked and underpaid.

At the other end of the spectrum, we developers experience almost the exact opposite.
Companies are competing very aggressively to attract talent, to the point of basically treating
developers like rockstars—giving them beautiful company cars, unlimited holidays, remote work
arrangements, and even four-day work weeks, all on top of an average U.S. salary of nearly six
figures—and well above that in some other places.

When considering the contrasting working conditions of these two professions, one thing is
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clear: we're living in the golden age of web development. In the words of Silicon Valley developer
James Somers!!: “In this particular gold rush (of tech startups) the shovel is me.”

Such market conditions can foster developer complacency and professional stagnation. For
example, a developer might stay long-term at a comfortable and well-paid job that’s not chal-
lenging enough for his or her career, and could simply lose the drive to learn new things.

I regularly hire developers and frequently encounter applicants who seem content to stagnate.
As T interviewed people, I learned to quickly identify certain characteristics that, in most cases,
make all the difference between someone being an “OK” developer and an outstanding one. I
have listed some of them below, along with some advice on how to build them into your career
toolbox.

1. Engages with the Community

This refers to developers who regularly attend meetups or conferences and, usually, are active
on IRC, Slack, and other online forums.

Ideally, the developer is a community enabler: actively helps organize events, regularly speaks
at meetups or conferences, and provides support in online technical communities. A community
enabler can communicate and solve complex interpersonal problems beyond the realm of code.

These traits are valuable because communities are bigger than individuals. A developer actively
involved in the community is connected to something larger than himself and will therefore have
continual access to:

1. New ideas, which can prevent stagnation.

2. Other experts and specialists, including the problem-solving resources and potential new
hires they can supply. Such value is often overlooked.

3. Mentors.

Starting to Participate in the Community

The development community will gladly help you to integrate if you show interest. You can
start by joining a local meetup (try http://meetup.com). Twitter, IRC, and Slack are great venues
when you're having trouble or if you're willing to grow by helping others.

2. Contributes to Open Source

Open source is the heart of PHP, and I've come to realize that great PHP developers under-
stand this. Contributing to Open Source projects is therefore one of the best ways to give back to
the community.

I now rarely consider hiring someone for a senior position if that person doesn’t have publicly

[1] Web Developer: It’s A Little Insane How Well-Paid And In-Demand I AM:
http://phpa.me/bi-webdev-demand
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2. CONTRIBUTES TO OPEN SOURCE

available contributions, even just a personal project. The project must be complete, and, ideally, it
should be a reusable library that solves a well-defined problem.

When reviewing a developer’s public code, it’s important to look for the basic indicators of a
good developer: automated tests, a well-defined coding style, documentation, design, license
inclusion, proper use of patterns, proper use of Composer (including a good choice of dependen-
cies), and so forth.

A developer who regularly contributes to open source displays the following characteristics:

1. experience designing code for reusability
2. self-motivation and proactivity
3. attention to detail

Other ways of giving back to the community, such as mentoring, will be discussed later in this
article .

Starting to Contribute to Open Source

When I wanted to start contributing, many people told me that I simply had to submit a pull
request. My problem was not knowing what to contribute. Eventually, I realized that getting
started is not so much about chasing a great idea as it is about coding with a specific mindset of
solidarity: “Will this code I'm writing be valuable to the community?” The answer is probably
yes if you:

Fixed a bug

2. Found a better way of doing things (something faster, less resource-intensive, more flex-
ible, etc.)

3. Found something that your framework was missing. For example, one of my first pull
requests was a Whitelist and Blacklist filter for Zend Framework 2.

Created something modular that can be reused with a framework, or even by itself.
5. Helped to document a framework or library
6. Added automated tests for a framework or library

As you explore the mindset and become familiar with the above, you’ll find many other oppor-
tunities to contribute code, and ultimately give back to the community.

TIP #1: Before spending a lot of time working on a new feature or fixing a bug on a project,
g£o to the project’s issue tracker and make sure there are no open issues related to that.

TIP #2: If you're contributing a new feature or a backwards-incompatible change, make
sure you open a new ticket on the project’s issue tracker to discuss it first, before you spend time
working on it. The project maintainer may have different plans in mind, so first make sure your
efforts will be well received!

WHAT'S NEXT? PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT ADVICE 11
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3. Learns from Mentors

A mentor is a person or friend who guides a less experienced person by building trust and
modeling positive behaviors. An effective mentor understands that his or her role is to be
dependable, engaged, authentic, and tuned into the needs of the mentee!”.

It’s relatively common for people to find a mentor because it’s natural for human beings to
transmit knowledge from generation to generation. Many people have one (or more) mentors
during their careers without even realizing it: a teacher at school, a family member, a colleague or
boss, or even a consultant working at their company.

When I look back I realize my career wouldn't be the same if it wasn’t for the mentors I had.

For me, it started early: when I was around 11 years old my computer teacher saw that I had
an interest in programming. While most other kids were learning how to type without looking at
the keyboard, he would invest time to show me how to build a few things in Macromedia Flash 5
(ActionScript). That’s how I started to build my first Flash games and websites, and how I devel-
oped the passion for web development that I still have today. Since then I've been lucky to always
have at least one mentor in my life. Eventually it became a conscious choice: I started to actively
look for mentors to coach me on several aspects of my career.

One of the main reasons I search for developers who have mentors is that I know I'll be hiring
someone who has direct access to a pool of knowledge and experience that’s larger than the indi-
vidual. This is similar to the concept of being tapped into a community, except that in this case it
carries the stronger bond of a deeper relationship.

Finding a Mentor

There are many paths to finding a good mentor, but in my experience the best mentoring
relationships happen organically. The most important ingredients that help these organic rela-
tionships to develop are being involved in the community and giving back to it—which, not by
coincidence, are the first two items discussed in this list. While doing that you’ll cross paths with
people that you'll start to admire.

Once you find the right person, the next step is formalizing the relationship. There are many
articles online on how to engage with a potential mentor and ultimately define and formalize the
relationship.

Last but not least, in the PHP community there’s a project at http://php-mentoring.org specifi-
cally designed to help people find mentors. The site also has more information about the benefits
of mentoring as well as a directory of people who are willing to mentor. I encourage you to check
it out!

[2] Module 3: What is a Mentor and Roles of the Mentor and Mentee:
http://www.oycp.com/Mentor Training/3/m3.html
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php[architect] Books

The php[architect] series of books cover topics relevant to modern PHP programming.
We offer our books in both print and digital formats. Print copy price includes free ship-
ping to the US. Books sold digitally are available to you DRM-free in PDF, ePub, or Mobi
formats for viewing on any device that supports these.

To view the complete selection of books and order a copy of your own, please visit:
http://phparch.com/books/.

« Functional Programing in PHP, o XML Parsing with PHP
2nd Edition By John M. Stokes
By: Simon Holywell ISBN: 978-1940111162

ISBN: 978-1940111469
o Zend PHP 5 Certification

» Web Security 2016 Study Guide, Third Edition
Edited by Oscar Merida By Davey Shafik with Ben Ramsey
ISBN: 978-1940111414 ISBN: 978-1940111100

» Docker for Developers « Mastering the SPL Library
By Chris Tankersley By Joshua Thijssen
ISBN: 978-1940111360 (Print edition) ISBN: 978-1940111001

« Building Exceptional Sites
with WordPress & Thesis
By Peter Maclntyre
ISBN: 978-1940111315

« Integrating Web Services
with OAuth and PHP
By Matthew Frost
ISBN: 978-1940111261

o Zend Framework 1 to 2
Migration Guide
By Bart McLeod
ISBN: 978-1940111216
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