
© 2022 CareerHackers.com  � CareerHackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering

Software 
Engineering 
Careers

The Career Hacker’s Guide To

http://CareerHackers.com
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering


© 2022 CareerHackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering� 2 / 22

The Career Hacker’s Guide to Software Engineering Careers

“Software is eating the world.” 
Marc Andreessen’s quote from nearly a decade ago seems prophetic 
today as the number of software tools and companies continues to 
grow rapidly.

Software touches many aspects of 
our lives. Today, computer software 
allows us to connect with anyone, 
anywhere, anytime. And its impact 
is continuing to offer people the 
world over ways to improve their 
standard of living, solve complex 
problems, obtain information, and 
connect with others.

But none of this would be possible without the people behind the 
scenes who turn ideas into applications: software developers.

So, could software development be for you? Well, that’s what we 
created this resource guide fo—to help you gain an overview of 
what a career in software development could be like, especially just 
starting out.

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
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So . . . what is software engineering, anyway?

If you check Wikipedia, you’ll read that soft-
ware development “is the process of con-
ceiving, specifying, designing, programming, 
documenting, testing, and bug fixing involved 
in creating and maintaining applications, 
frameworks, or other software components.”

But what does that mean in non-jargon?

Simplified, software development is the full process of transforming 
an idea into a digital application you can interact with. Sure, there’s 
more nuance to it than that. But the basics of software development 
involve creating. Sometimes that means creating something from 
scratch. Other times it means iterating on something someone else 
has already created.

Software development has dramatically changed since its origins. 
The cost of developing software has also dramatically declined. 
Where people once used punch card machines to write computer 
programs, today, anybody with a laptop can get started learning.

The benefits of software development are all around us. It’s what 
allows me to write this sentence on my Macbook and serve it up 
to you in the cloud so you can read on your smartphone. Software 
development is what’s enabled us to connect with people from 
across the globe as if distance no longer mattered.

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
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As Isaac Newton once said, “If I have seen further than others, it 
is by standing upon the shoulders of giants.” In a way, software 
enables us all to stand on the shoulders of giants—by giving us 
access to information and tools that previous generations could 
only dream of.

But, software is very much still in its youth. As technology continues 
to advance, the impact of software on our lives continues to grow. 
Keeping in step, the number of software developers in the world 
continues to grow, too—with millions of people entering the field 
each year.

This trend is to the advantages of new, aspiring developers—it’s 
never been easier to break into software development than it is 
today. There are countless bootcamps, training programs, and 
apprenticeship opportunities for anyone to break into software 
development.

‍It’s an exciting time to take part in. And if it interests you, well, then 
read on, because this page is just for you.

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
https://www.daxx.com/blog/development-trends/number-software-developers-world
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What career paths are there in software?

There are a number of different career paths in software develop-
ment. The path you choose can largely determine your options, but 
it’s also okay to choose more than one. With software development, 
you can choose to specialize or be more of a generalist—but both 
come with tradeoffs. Below, we’ve listed some common types of 
software development paths. The path toward upward mobility will 
slightly vary for each of these, but in the table below, we’ve high-
lighted common career progressions across software development.

But before we get started, a few words of advice…

A good place to start before jumping down a specific path is to think 
about where you want to go and what type of developer you want to 
be. Entry-level programming jobs could mean any type of program-
ming—they vary so much.

So instead of trying to learn all the languages, it’s good to find the 
paths most interesting to you, then look for overlaps in languages 
used by programmers on those tracks.

For example, if being full-stack developer sounds interesting, where 
you design apps and visuals and UX but also do back-end work and 
use databases, learning JavaScript is a good option because it is 
used on both front-end and back-end development. Similarly, if you 
know you like data science and want to be more appealing to an 
employer, learning Python is a good choice because it’s used in both 
data science and back-end development. 

The Career Hacker’s Guide to Software Engineering Careers
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Especially at a startup, learning continually and building your skills in 
different areas and languages will help you ship in other areas inside 
the company—thus making you incredibly valuable to any company.

Here are some common types of web development—and they’re 
great to launch your career in.

Front-End Web Development
Front-end programmers build the visual part of any site. Instead of 
the web being full of white pages with text running from one edge 
of your screen to another, front-end web developers build and style 
websites so the user gets a stunning experience.

Languages: HTML, CSS, JavaScript & its frameworks

A note on frameworks, like React.js: if you can learn any JavaScript 
framework and show that, it can help you win a job—even if the com-
pany you’re interviewing with doesn’t use that specific framework—
because they see you can learn.

Mobile Development
Mobile development is a great path for anyone who wants to build 
the operating systems running on any mobile device. If working 
on the software running daily on your phone—and the phones all 
around the world—sounds exciting, it’s good to focus on choosing 
one primary OS to focus on (iOS, Android) as their languages vary.

Languages: Swift, Objective-C, Java; iOS SDK and Android SDK; 
Dart/Flutter

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering


© 2022 CareerHackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering� 8 / 22

The Career Hacker’s Guide to Software Engineering Careers

Back-End Development
Back-end developers connect the work front-end developers do (the 
part of a site you see) with servers so websites and web applications 
run and function properly. This is the core part of any website or 
web application—the web wouldn’t run properly without this type of 
development! Back-end developers make sure processes run logi-
cally and often write documentation so others can use the systems 
they’ve built.

Languages: JavaScript, Ruby, PHP, Django & more

Data Science
Data scientists extract meaning from and explain data. But they 
aren’t your typical white-coat scientists–they are the people who 
strive to make sense of any amount of information so other parts of 
an organization can use that information in the best ways possible. 
At their core, they work to help businesses determine goals and 
make wise decisions based off of what they discover.

It’s helpful to have a solid understanding of mathematical concepts 
if you want to go into data science—a background in linear algebra 
and matrix math is especially valuable.

Languages: Python, R, SQL, Java, Julia, TensorFlow, & more

To highlight a few of the common ranges, here’s a breakdown by 
experience level, courtesy of Payscale.

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
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How much money do developers make?

A career in software development offers substantial income tra-
jectory. That said, how much money you can make will largely 
depend on the path you choose, the type and stage of company 
you work at, and whether or not you earn equity in addition to your 
compensation.

While base earnings can still amount to large sums, the lavish get-
rich stories of Facebook or Google software engineers who became 
multi-millionaires are because of their equity earnings. Equity is 
essentially a percentage of company ownership offered in addition 
to salary, in many cases offered as stock options.

Beyond equity earnings, though, software development offers strong 
earning potential on a pure income basis. While we’re on the topic, 
here’s a breakdown of some of the most common income ranges by 
experience level, courtesy of Payscale.

See more details on the Payscale reports for entry-level, senior, management, senior 
management, and C-suite engineering salaries.

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
https://www.payscale.com/research/US/Job=Junior_Software_Engineer/Salary
https://www.payscale.com/research/US/Job=Senior_Software_Engineer/Salary
https://www.payscale.com/research/US/Job=Lead_Software_Engineer/Salary
https://www.payscale.com/research/US/Job=Vice_President_(VP)%2C_Engineering/Salary
https://www.payscale.com/research/US/Job=Vice_President_(VP)%2C_Engineering/Salary
https://www.payscale.com/research/US/Job=Chief_Technology_Officer_(CTO)/Salary
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How to get started in software

If you’re itching to get your hands dirty 
on some code, all you need is an inter-
net connection. You’ll find countless 
resources online that teach you to 
code. (You’ve also got the whole world 
of no-code app development at your 
fingertips.) Coding bootcamps are also 
getting more student-friendly as they 
grow in number and compete with each other.

Teach Yourself Code (or No-Code)
The quickest way to learn anything, whether you’re in high school 
or already have your master’s degree, is to start dabbling in it right 
now. This philosophy will get you far in life, and it’s just as applicable 
to software development as anything else. Thanks to the amazing 
internet on which you’re reading this article, you can start learning 
software development languages that matter to potential employers 
and clients.

Websites like Codecademy, freeCodeCamp, Codewars, and GA 
Dash are great places to start writing code from day one. Get familiar 
with Stack Overflow as soon as possible. You can also take free and 
paid courses on sites like Udacity, Treehouse, and Coursera. Those 
platforms also have tons of resources for learning no-code, as well 

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
https://www.codecademy.com/
https://crash.co/career-guides/software-engineering#
https://www.codewars.com/
https://dash.generalassemb.ly/
https://dash.generalassemb.ly/
https://stackoverflow.com/
https://www.udacity.com/
https://teamtreehouse.com/
https://teamtreehouse.com/
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as sites like MakerPad, Zeroqode, Nucode, and many more.

If you’re trying to teach yourself to build apps, remember that the 
quickest way to learn and improve is to just build. Start with baby 
steps, like this awesome React.js tutorial that walks you through 
building a tic-tac-toe game. Walk before you run, practice every day, 
and before you know it, you’ll be running full speed ahead!

Get Into a Coding Bootcamp
Coding bootcamps are all the rage these days. You might have heard 
of Lambda School, Galvanize, General Assembly, App Academy, 
and many others. You might even be one of the 23,043 students 
estimated to have graduated in 2019 or one of the tens of thousands 
more who will graduate from a part-time or full-time program.

Coding bootcamps are great because they fully immerse students 
into the work, focusing specifically on applied learning rather than 
pure theory like many computer science classes in universities. They 
teach computer engineering, information technology, successful 
software habits, software design, computer science, and many more 
related fields.

The best coding bootcamps are free until you get a job making 
enough money to start paying them back. This new model uses 
income share agreements (ISAs) to de-risk the experience for stu-
dents and align the bootcamp’s incentives—meaning, teaching com-
puter programming languages that are in high demand in the real 
world.  Here’s a helpful piece on how to launch your career through a 
coding bootcamp by showing your work. 

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
http://makerpad.co/
https://zeroqode.com/
https://www.nucode.co/
https://reactjs.org/tutorial/tutorial.html
https://lambdaschool.com/
https://www.galvanize.com/
https://generalassemb.ly/
https://www.appacademy.io/
https://www.coursereport.com/reports/coding-bootcamp-market-size-research-2019
https://www.coursereport.com/reports/coding-bootcamp-market-size-research-2019
https://studentloanhero.com/featured/coding-boot-camps-deferred-tuition/
https://www.thebalance.com/what-is-an-income-share-agreement-4687242
http://crash.co/content/career-planning/how-to-get-into-any-coding-bootcamp-by-showing-your-work
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The skillset for a career in software

Coders have so much more to them than only coding languages—
they are people who drill down into problems and figure out what 
the solution actually is, then take action on discovering or creating 
that solution.

Prospective software engineers should focus on building this skillset:

•	 Excellent communication skills

•	 Ability to take issues and break 
them down into smaller issues

•	 Logical approach to prob-
lem-solving

•	 Research skills (Google-fu)

•	 Ability to ask good questions

•	 Precision of language to pro-
vide clarity for complex, tech-
nical topics

•	 Patience

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
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Version Control

Deployment

No-Code

Code Editors

Communication

Prototyping

The Career Hacker’s Guide to Software Engineering Careers

Most common engineering tools

These are some of the top tools software engineers use.

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
http://github.com
http://gitlab.com
https://www.gitkraken.com/
https://bitbucket.org/product
https://circleci.com/
https://travis-ci.org/
https://aws.amazon.com/getting-started/tutorials/deploy-code-vm/
http://adalo.com
http://bubble.is
http://appsheet.com
http://zapier.com
https://code.visualstudio.com/
https://atom.io/
https://www.eclipse.org/ide/
https://www.jetbrains.com/
https://developer.apple.com/xcode/
http://slack.com
https://skype.com
http://zoom.us
https://www.adobe.com/products/xd.html
http://sketch.com
http://figma.com/
http://webflow.com/
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Resources for learning more about a 
career in software engineering

The internet is full of resources on software development, perhaps 
second only to productivity or personal development. Here’s a com-
pilation of the best ones we’ve found so far.

Enjoy!

Podcasts • Books • Leaders 

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
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The best software podcasts to start your career
Like to take your learning on the go? Us, too.

And if you’re looking for some great places to get an extra-heaping 
dose of engineering insight, then we highly recommend you check 
out some of our favorite dev podcasts:

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
https://artofproductpodcast.com/
http://itunes.apple.com/podcast/id493890455
http://www.fullstackradio.com/
https://itunes.apple.com/ca/podcast/syntax-tasty-web-development-treats/id1253186678?mt=2
https://changelog.com/podcast
https://changelog.com/jsparty
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Click any book to open a preview online.

The best software books to start your career
As United States President Harry S. Truman once notably said, “Not 
all readers are leaders, but all leaders are readers.” 

The same goes for anyone who wants to launch a legendary career 
in software engineering. But before you slip and fall running as fast 
as you can to add every top Amazon book result for “engineering” to 
your cart, take a deep breath.

Then, check out our essential reading list for every aspiring young 
software engineer:

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
https://www.amazon.com/Complete-Software-Developers-Career-Guide-ebook/dp/B073X6GNJ1
https://www.amazon.com/iWoz-Computer-Invented-Personal-Co-Founded/dp/0393330435
https://refactoringui.com/book/
https://www.amazon.com/Atomic-Habits-Proven-Build-Break/dp/0735211299
https://www.amazon.com/Mom-Test-customers-business-everyone/dp/1492180742
https://www.amazon.com/Hackers-Painters-Big-Ideas-Computer/dp/1449389554
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The best software leaders to follow as you start 
your career
Okay, okay, so this is a list that could easily go on forever.

Which is an awesome thing when you think about it—because it 
means there are so many phenomenal engineers out there you can 
start learning from right now.

So, while it’s not a comprehensive list of every great software leader 
you should follow, we think it’s a pretty good starting point.

Know someone who should be on this list? Tweet their name and why you 
like them to us @HackingCareers, and we just might add them.

Yehuda Katz

David
Khourshid

Cassidy
Williams

Evan YouSarah
Drasner

Sara 
Soueidan

Sahil Lavingia

Courtland
Allen

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
https://twitter.com/careercrash
https://twitter.com/wycats
https://twitter.com/DavidKPiano
https://twitter.com/cassidoo
https://twitter.com/youyuxi
https://twitter.com/sarah_edo
https://twitter.com/SaraSoueidan
https://twitter.com/shl
https://twitter.com/csallen
https://twitter.com/wycats
https://twitter.com/cassidoo
https://twitter.com/sarah_edo
https://twitter.com/SaraSoueidan
https://twitter.com/shl
https://twitter.com/csallen
https://twitter.com/DavidKPiano
https://twitter.com/youyuxi
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The best companies to work full-time 
in software development

Of course, there’s Apple, Google, Amazon, Facebook, and the rest of 
the holy grail companies everyone thinks of. But we’re also featuring 
some lesser-known companies making waves in the software space, 
as well as some of the top-rated ones on Glassdoor.

Stripe — Very hot company, famous for being developer-friendly

Figma — Constantly releasing new features, hot design tool

Netflix — Pioneer of video streaming subscription, innovating quickly

Microsoft — Open source, famous leader in software industry

Intercom — Great design and awesome customer support

Lululemon — Top-rated place to work, pioneer of “athleisure wear”

Webflow — Rising star in no-code industry, remote-friendly

Vercel — Small, scrappy, built for developers, simplifying their industry

Adobe — World-famous, top leadership, top-rated on Glassdoor

The Career Hacker’s Guide to Software Engineering Careers

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
http://stripe.com
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http://figma.com
http://netflix.com
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http://lululemon.com
http://webflow.com
http://vercel.com
http://adobe.com
http://microsoft.com
http://webflow.com
http://figma.com
http://intercom.com
http://vercel.com
http://netflix.com
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Software career success stories

How Austin Tackaberry Landed a Six-Figure Soft-
ware Engineering Job in Nine Months

“In no other engineering discipline can you just have an 
idea, start building it, show it to users, and iterate with 
little capital and low barrier to entry. In chemical en-
gineering, you essentially need a running plant or a lot 
of money to design a plant if you had an idea for a new 
product.”

Read more of Austin’s story here.

How Madison Kanna went from Complete Beginner 
to Software Developer

“Two years ago, I was right where you are today. I wanted 
to become a professional programmer. But I had no idea 
how to make it happen. I had no college degree, no previ-
ous coding experience, and I sucked at math. And there 
was the nagging doubt: can someone like me become a 
developer? Well, I made it happen. I have my dream job. 
I’m a software developer.”	

Read Madison’s story here.

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
https://www.freecodecamp.org/news/how-i-went-from-newbie-to-software-engineer-in-9-months-while-working-full-time-460bd8485847/
https://medium.com/free-code-camp/how-i-went-from-complete-beginner-to-software-developer-and-how-you-can-too-dd36ed08e11b
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How Jonah Grimm Pursued His Dream of Becoming a 
Developer and Launched His Career
Jonah started his career working at Chick-Fil-A–but he always 
wanted to be a coder. So he started coding—and now he’s doing it 
full-time for a startup while working on building a gaming company 
on the side. Here’s an interview we did with him to hear his story.

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
http://crash.co/content/career-stories/jonah-grimm-launched-his-career-as-a-developer
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Final resources

Congrats on making it this far! 

Subscribe to the Daily Job Hunt 
newsletter. Join 200,000+ readers and 
get a kick in the inbox every morning.

And check out the other career-hacking guides in this series:

Read the Career Hackers Manifesto: 
The core principles of discovering and 
doing what makes you come alive. 

manifesto

https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/sales
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/marketing
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/customer-success
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/startups
https://careerhackers.com/djh/
https://careerhackers.com/the-careerhackers-manifesto/
https://crash.co/discover
https://crash.co/discover
https://crash.co/content/the-job-hunt/how-to-pitch
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/design
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/operations
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/software-engineering
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/resumes
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/cover-letters
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/pitching
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/following-up
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/job-interviews
https://careerhackers.com/career-guides/negotiating-job-offers
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