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A Surge in Learning the Language of the Internet

Richard Perry/The New York Times

Zach Sims, left, and Ryan Bubinski started a business called Codecademy to teach people computer code.

By JENNA WORTHAM
Published: March 27, 2012

Parlez-vous Python? What about Rails or JavaScript? Foreign
languages tend to wax and wane in popularity, but the language du
jour is computer code.

The market for night classes and
online instruction in programming
and Web construction, as well as for
iPhone apps that teach, is booming.
Those jumping on board say they are
preparing for a future in which the
Internet is the foundation for
entertainment, education and nearly
everything else. Knowing how the
digital pieces fit together, they say, will be crucial to
ensuring that they are not left in the dark ages.

Some in this crowd foster secret hopes of becoming the
next Mark Zuckerberg. But most have no plans to quit their
day jobs — it is just that those jobs now require being able
to customize a blog’s design or care for and feed an online
database.

“Inasmuch as you need to know how to read English, you
need to have some understanding of the code that builds
the Web,” said Sarah Henry, 39, an investment manager
who lives in Wayne, Pa. “It is fundamental to the way the
world is organized and the way people think about things

these days.” Ms. Henry took several classes, including some in HTML, the basic language
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of the Web, and WordPress, a blogging service, through Girl Develop It, an organization
based in New York that she had heard about online that
offers lessons aimed at women in a number of cities. She
paid around $200 and saw it as an investment in her
future.

“I’m not going to sit here and say that I can crank out a site today, but I can look at basic
code and understand it,” Ms. Henry said. “I understand how these languages function
within the Internet.” Some see money to be made in the programming trend.

After two free computer science classes offered online by Stanford attracted more than
100,000 students, one of the instructors started a company called Udacity to offer similar
free lessons. Treehouse, a site that promises to teach Web design, picked up financing
from Reid Hoffman, the founder of LinkedIn, and other notable early investors.

General Assembly, which offers workroom space for entrepreneurs in New York, is adding
seven classrooms to try to keep up with demand for programming classes, on top of the
two classrooms and two seminar rooms it had already. The company recently raised
money from the personal investment fund of the Amazon founder Jeff Bezos and DST
Global, which backed Facebook.

The sites and services catering to the learn-to-program market number in the dozens and
have names like Code Racer, Women Who Code, Rails for Zombies and CoderDojo. But at
the center of the recent frenzy in this field is Codecademy, a start-up based in New York
that walks site visitors through interactive lessons in various computing and Web
languages, like JavaScript, and shows them how to write simple commands.

Since the service was introduced last summer, more than a million people have signed up,
and it has raised nearly $3 million in venture financing.

Codecademy got a big break in January when Michael R. Bloomberg, the mayor of New
York, made a public New Year’s resolution to use the site to learn how to code. The site is
free. Its creators hope to make money in part by connecting newly hatched programmers
with recruiters and start-ups.

“People have a genuine desire to understand the world we now live in,” said Zach Sims,
one of the founders of Codecademy. “They don’t just want to use the Web; they want to
understand how it works.”

The blooming interest in programming is part of a national trend of more people moving
toward technical fields. According to the Computing Research Association, the number of
students who enrolled in computer science degree programs rose 10 percent in 2010, the
latest year for which figures are available.

Peter Harsha, director of government affairs at the association, said the figure had been
steadily climbing for the last three years, after a six-year decline in the aftermath of the
dot-com bust. Mr. Harsha said that interest in computer science was cyclical but that the
current excitement seemed to be more than a blip and was not limited to people who
wanted to be engineers.

“To be successful in the modern world, regardless of your occupation, requires a fluency in
computers,” he said. “It is more than knowing how to use Word or Excel but how to use a
computer to solve problems.”

That is what pushed Rebecca Goldman, 26, a librarian at La Salle University in
Philadelphia, to sign up for some courses. She said she had found herself needing basic
Web development skills so she could build and maintain a Web site for the special
collections department she oversees.

“All librarians now rely on software to do our jobs, whether or not we are programmers,”
Ms. Goldman said. “Most libraries don’t have an I.T. staff to set up a server and build you a
Web site, so if you want that stuff done, you have to do it yourself.”

Go to Complete List » Show My Recommendations

6. Surgery for Diabetes May Be Better Than
Standard Treatment

7. WELL
Forging Social Connections for Longer Life

8. DIANE ACKERMAN
The Brain on Love

9. DAVID BROOKS
Step to the Center

10. Learning to Drive With A.D.H.D.

The best nanny money can buy
Also on NYTimes.com

Calling all carnivores
Watching 'Mad Men'

Ads by Google what's this?

Free Programming Courses
Get started in minutes!
Become a Software Engineer
code.he.net

Japanese Language Course
Free Placement Test Available!
Interpretation & Translation course
www.tuj.ac.jp/cont-ed

MSc in Informatics
Computational Science
University of Lugano, Switzerland
www.master.inf.usi.ch

FlashFlash

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/28/technology/for-an-edge-on-the-internet-computer-code-gains-a-following.html?_r=1&nl=todaysheadlines&emc=tha26_20120328&pagewanted=all#postcomment
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/28/technology/for-an-edge-on-the-internet-computer-code-gains-a-following.html?_r=1&nl=todaysheadlines&emc=tha26_20120328&pagewanted=all#comments
http://girldevelopit.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/16/science/16stanford.html
http://www.udacity.com/
http://teamtreehouse.com/
http://generalassemb.ly/
http://coderace.me/
http://www.meetup.com/Women-Who-Code-SF/
http://railsforzombies.org/
http://coderdojo.com/
http://www.codecademy.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/gst/mostpopular.html
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/technology&pos=Box1&sn2=1e769007/da88728f&sn1=18cc7814/7dca1542&camp=nyt2012_module_news_nanny_hp_ros_db&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312&goto=http://nytimes.com/%3FWT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312-LOGO%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=183261
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/27/science/to-combat-diabetes-weight-loss-surgery-works-better-than-medicine-studies-find.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/27/science/to-combat-diabetes-weight-loss-surgery-works-better-than-medicine-studies-find.html?src=me&ref=general
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/03/26/forging-social-connections-for-longer-life/?src=me&ref=general
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/03/26/forging-social-connections-for-longer-life/?src=me&ref=general
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/03/24/the-brain-on-love/?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/27/opinion/brooks-step-to-the-center.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/27/opinion/brooks-step-to-the-center.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/27/health/add-and-adhd-challenge-those-seeking-drivers-license.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/27/health/add-and-adhd-challenge-those-seeking-drivers-license.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/technology&pos=Box1&sn2=1e769007/da88728f&sn1=2c7449c7/787b78d3&camp=nyt2012_module_news_nanny_hp_ros_db&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/magazine/the-best-nanny-money-can-buy.html%3FWT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312-PH%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=183261
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/technology&pos=Box1&sn2=1e769007/da88728f&sn1=2c7449c7/787b78d3&camp=nyt2012_module_news_nanny_hp_ros_db&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/magazine/the-best-nanny-money-can-buy.html%3FWT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312-HDR%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=183261
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/technology&pos=Box1&sn2=1e769007/da88728f&sn1=2c7449c7/787b78d3&camp=nyt2012_module_news_nanny_hp_ros_db&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/magazine/tell-us-why-its-ethical-to-eat-meat-a-contest.html%3FWT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312-L1%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=183261
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/technology&pos=Box1&sn2=1e769007/da88728f&sn1=2c7449c7/787b78d3&camp=nyt2012_module_news_nanny_hp_ros_db&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/magazine/watching-mad-men-with-my-mother.html%3FWT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M246-ROS-0312-L2%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=183261
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/technology&pos=Middle5&sn2=db4e40cb/e68c4aa8&sn1=501d2658/8a2cfb7d&camp=nyt201_digi_BandN_promo_336x79_ros&ad=bn_nyt_digi_device_promo_336x79_ros&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Ebarnesandnoble%2Ecom%2Fu%2FNOOK%2DBundle%2DNYT%2F379003397%3Fcm%5Fmmc%3Dnytimes%2D%5F%2Dnytweb%2D%5F%2Dboth%2D%5F%2Dros
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/faq/linkingqa16.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=B2Ub5JNZyT6KOFonJkAWl-5SBD6mg0vkBmcvo0ibAjbcBwJoMEAEYASCc8_gBKAM4AFC75L-0______8BYImr1ISsFKABr9yu_QOyAQ93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb23IAQHaAW1odHRwOi8vd3d3Lm55dGltZXMuY29tLzIwMTIvMDMvMjgvdGVjaG5vbG9neS9mb3ItYW4tZWRnZS1vbi10aGUtaW50ZXJuZXQtY29tcHV0ZXItY29kZS1nYWlucy1hLWZvbGxvd2luZy5odG1sgAIByALnqc4KqAMB6AOuAegDSvUDAAQABPUDIAAAAA&num=1&sig=AOD64_0AY_6X-c7tdLKiKa9ITW34sCfXeA&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://code.he.net
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=B2Ub5JNZyT6KOFonJkAWl-5SBD6mg0vkBmcvo0ibAjbcBwJoMEAEYASCc8_gBKAM4AFC75L-0______8BYImr1ISsFKABr9yu_QOyAQ93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb23IAQHaAW1odHRwOi8vd3d3Lm55dGltZXMuY29tLzIwMTIvMDMvMjgvdGVjaG5vbG9neS9mb3ItYW4tZWRnZS1vbi10aGUtaW50ZXJuZXQtY29tcHV0ZXItY29kZS1nYWlucy1hLWZvbGxvd2luZy5odG1sgAIByALnqc4KqAMB6AOuAegDSvUDAAQABPUDIAAAAA&num=1&sig=AOD64_0AY_6X-c7tdLKiKa9ITW34sCfXeA&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://code.he.net
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=B-hK1JNZyT6KOFonJkAWl-5SBD5DIk4QCsObstSnAjbcBgLbcBRACGAIgnPP4ASgDOABQtYnDmvz_____AWCJq9SErBSgAeCeo_wDsgEPd3d3Lm55dGltZXMuY29tyAEB2gFtaHR0cDovL3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbS8yMDEyLzAzLzI4L3RlY2hub2xvZ3kvZm9yLWFuLWVkZ2Utb24tdGhlLWludGVybmV0LWNvbXB1dGVyLWNvZGUtZ2FpbnMtYS1mb2xsb3dpbmcuaHRtbIACAakCWfP0pSflST6oAwHoA64B6ANK9QMABAAE9QMgAAAA&num=2&sig=AOD64_0TkGx9lajQTccheWRRFyVbma2LqA&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://www.tuj.ac.jp/cont-ed/courses/language/IBP101-S.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=B-hK1JNZyT6KOFonJkAWl-5SBD5DIk4QCsObstSnAjbcBgLbcBRACGAIgnPP4ASgDOABQtYnDmvz_____AWCJq9SErBSgAeCeo_wDsgEPd3d3Lm55dGltZXMuY29tyAEB2gFtaHR0cDovL3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbS8yMDEyLzAzLzI4L3RlY2hub2xvZ3kvZm9yLWFuLWVkZ2Utb24tdGhlLWludGVybmV0LWNvbXB1dGVyLWNvZGUtZ2FpbnMtYS1mb2xsb3dpbmcuaHRtbIACAakCWfP0pSflST6oAwHoA64B6ANK9QMABAAE9QMgAAAA&num=2&sig=AOD64_0TkGx9lajQTccheWRRFyVbma2LqA&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://www.tuj.ac.jp/cont-ed/courses/language/IBP101-S.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=Bq_MpJNZyT6KOFonJkAWl-5SBD_LciZsCwt-EoCTAjbcBsJ8aEAMYAyCc8_gBKAM4AFDDs8TNBGCJq9SErBSgAcbd6fsDsgEPd3d3Lm55dGltZXMuY29tyAEB2gFtaHR0cDovL3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbS8yMDEyLzAzLzI4L3RlY2hub2xvZ3kvZm9yLWFuLWVkZ2Utb24tdGhlLWludGVybmV0LWNvbXB1dGVyLWNvZGUtZ2FpbnMtYS1mb2xsb3dpbmcuaHRtbIACAakC3Aau7BGPsj6oAwHoA64B6ANK9QMABAAE9QMgAAAA&num=3&sig=AOD64_1DnC8mLtY6YxkiP1CdB5gMkazSRA&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://www.master.inf.usi.ch
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=Bq_MpJNZyT6KOFonJkAWl-5SBD_LciZsCwt-EoCTAjbcBsJ8aEAMYAyCc8_gBKAM4AFDDs8TNBGCJq9SErBSgAcbd6fsDsgEPd3d3Lm55dGltZXMuY29tyAEB2gFtaHR0cDovL3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbS8yMDEyLzAzLzI4L3RlY2hub2xvZ3kvZm9yLWFuLWVkZ2Utb24tdGhlLWludGVybmV0LWNvbXB1dGVyLWNvZGUtZ2FpbnMtYS1mb2xsb3dpbmcuaHRtbIACAakC3Aau7BGPsj6oAwHoA64B6ANK9QMABAAE9QMgAAAA&num=3&sig=AOD64_1DnC8mLtY6YxkiP1CdB5gMkazSRA&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://www.master.inf.usi.ch


3/28/12 6:14 PMA Surge in Learning the Language of the Internet - NYTimes.com

Page 3 of 4http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/28/technology/for-an-edge-on-th…html?_r=1&nl=todaysheadlines&emc=tha26_20120328&pagewanted=all

A version of this article appeared in print on March 28, 2012, on page B1 of the New York edition with the headline: Craving
Internet Fluency.
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The challenge for Codecademy and others catering to the hunger for technical knowledge
is making sure people actually learn something, rather than dabble in a few basic lessons
or walk away in frustration.

“We know that we’re not going to turn the 99 percent of people interested in learning to
code into the 1 percent who are really good at it,” said Mr. Sims of Codecademy. “There’s a
big difference between being code-literate and being a good programmer.”

Some who have set their sights on learning to program have found it to be a steep climb.
Andrew Hyde, 27, who lives in Boulder, Colo., has worked at start-ups and is now writing a
travel book. He said he leaped at the chance to take free coding classes online.

“If you’re working around start-ups and watching programmers work, you’re always a little
bit jealous of their abilities,” he said. But despite his enthusiasm, he struggled to translate
the simple commands he picked up through Codecademy into real-world development. “It
feels like we’re going to be taught how to write the great American novel, but we’re starting
out by learning what a noun is,” he said.

Mr. Sims said he was aware of such criticisms and that the company was working to
improve the utility of its lessons.

Seasoned programmers say learning how to adjust the layout of a Web page is one thing,
but picking up the skills required to develop a sophisticated online service or mobile
application is an entirely different challenge. That is the kind of technical education that
cannot be acquired by casual use for a few hours at night and on the weekends, they say.

“I don’t think most people learn anything valuable,” said Julie Meloni, who lives in
Charlottesville, Va., and has written guides to programming. At best, she said, people will
learn “how to parrot back lines of code,” when they really need “knowledge in context to be
able to implement commands.”

Even so, Ms. Meloni, who has been teaching in the field for over a decade, said she found
the groundswell of interest in programming, long considered too specialized and uncool,
to be an encouraging sign.

“I’m thrilled that people are willing to learn code,” she said. “There is value here. This is
just the first step.”

This article has been revised to reflect the following correction:

Correction: March 27, 2012

An online summary for this article misspelled the name of the company started by Zach
Sims and Ryan Bubinski. It is Codecademy, not Codeacademy. An earlier version also
misstated the employer of Rebecca Goldman as Drexel University.
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