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”You need to be smart” 
was my previous column.  
But how do you become 
smart? I really think being 
smart is at the core of being 
successful in software. The 
answer depends on who you 
are.  Let’s assume you are 
a leader of some sort, for 
instance a project manager.

Smart is not the same 
thing as being intelligent.  
You can be intelligent with-
out being smart.  I know lots 
of people who are intelligent 
but not smart. You can be 
very smart without being 
very intelligent.  

Smart is not the same as 
having common sense.  You 
can have common sense 
without being smart, but 
if you are smart you must 
however have common 
sense.  

Smart is to do exactly 
right, not to find a broad 
solution that is just about 
right.  If you are smart you 
are very sensitive to finding 
what is right.

To become smart you need 
first and foremost to have 
knowledge and secondly to 
have experience applying 
that knowledge.  You need 
knowledge to understand 
what software develop-
ment is all about.  You need 
to know how to get good 
software, quickly and at low 
cost.  It is as simple as that 
<grin>.

Good software is useful 
(obvious but not trivial), 
reliable (works always) and 
extensible (can grow as 
long as you want to use it).  
You need to know how you 
create good software which 
means you need to learn 
some technical practices 
such as architecture, use 
cases and iterations/sprints.  

Nothing makes you as 
quick (and agile) as having 
motivated people.  You get 
this by adopting proven 
agile practices such as how 
you work as a team, how 
you organize your work, etc.  
As I have said many times, 
we all need to be agile.

The most powerful way to 
get software at low cost is 
by developing as little soft-
ware as possible.  Instead 
you acquire the many pieces 
of software you need from 
other sources.  This is called 
software reuse.  You can 
reuse your company’s old 
software, buy software from 
a vendor or download open 
source software.  You need 
to know how to put it all 
together with some glue 
and how to only develop 
what is really needed.  Thus 
you need some other more 
advanced practices such as 
service-oriented architecture 
or product-line engineering.

Thus you need knowledge 
on practices. 

You also need experience 
in using these practices.  
This is not trivial. Experience 
comes from having seen a 
lot of what works and what 
does not, either directly or 
through listening to others.  
This is a subtle (I hope) plug 
for what we do - we work 
with many different projects 
and we gain insight into 
what works and doesn’t. But 
it’s also a plug for communi-
ties, for being open to new 
ideas and experiences, and 
to strive to be continuously 
learning. There is a saying 
that good judgment comes 
from experience, most of 
which comes from bad judg-
ment.  Except that you don’t 
need to repeat the mistakes 
of others to learn.

Experience makes you 
smart through “focus” - 
knowing what to focus on 
and what can be ignored.  
It’s not the amount of effort 
applied, but knowing where 
and when to apply that 
effort. 

Unfortunately, nor knowl-
edge about practices neither 
experience is something you 
learn at school.  Professors 
can rarely help you.  Where 
do you learn it then?  Most 
people learn it at work, by 
doing.  For now, let us just 
re-state the obvious: you 
need it one way or another.  

How do you

become 

smart?

I will come back to this 
another time.

You may now ask, given 
that you have knowledge of 
important practices and you 
have experience: “Will I now 
become smart?”

Of course eventually, it 
comes back to you.  We 
cannot all become equally 
smart but we can all become 
smarter.
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