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4.  EXPERIENCE AND EXPOSURE 

Employer Voices: Experience and Exposure

“A few candidates seemed very timid in sharing the technical skills they gained in 
coursework/projects. Although young/new to workforce they should embrace and 
share those experiences.” – Product Manager, NYC Tech Company   

“One reason we were so interested in [student] was the number and quality of her 
hackathon projects. She clearly has a commitment to social justice and she can code.” 
– Intern Supervisor, NYC Tech Company 

“Any additional opportunities to expose students to how their classwork connects to 
the real world (e.g. hackathons, apprenticeships, etc.) I think could go a long way.” 
– Product Manager, NYC Tech Company   

Experience is crucial. Learning the technical basics is essential – but it’s not enough. 
Whether gained through an internship, classwork, participation in hackathons, all of the 
above, or other ways, individuals must gain experience building products in a real-life 
setting in order to be strong candidates for NYC’s select entry-level tech jobs. 

Many of the technical and professional skills that employers require for in-demand 
tech jobs – including the ones described here – are best and most easily developed 
through applied experience. 

Regardless of the size of a company, experience is often desired. Small startups, for 
instance, are often relatively time- and resource-strapped and typically need employees 
who can dive into their work without much additional training from founders or other 
engineers. While larger companies can usually dedicate more resources to onboarding 
and developing employees, some need individuals who have experience working with 
technologies at massive scale. They therefore value candidates with experience weighing 
the tradeoffs needed to build code for a product with 100,000 or 1,000,000 users rather 
than a smaller user base.

There are many ways to gain experience. The most straightforward way to gain 
experience (particularly on large-scale products) is through an internship or similar 
opportunity at a tech company, but landing an internship also requires emerging talent 
to demonstrate passion and commitment through other types of experience. To that 
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end, there are many additional ways in which emerging talent might gain experience in 
building applications that demonstrate their aptitude.

Aspiring (and all) tech professionals can gain experience through one or more of the 
following:

  • Experience on the job through an internship, apprenticeship, co-op, or other 
 work-based opportunity

  • Personal/side projects, including creating their own applications or other 
 products and making them publicly available. This is an especially important way 
 to develop and share code that employers can see (vs. code built for a company 
 during an internship, which the company may not allow to be shared), which is 
 critical for building a strong portfolio. 

  • Participation in the NYC tech community, including going to meetups, blogging, 
 and following industry blogs, as a way to connect with other developers, stay 
 abreast of new developments in the field, and hone skills 

  • Committing code to GitHub: Employers often review candidates’ GitHub 
 accounts to see what they’ve pushed and whether a candidate has shared a lot or 
 a little amount of code

  • Contributions to open-source software

  • Participation in hackathons and similar activities 

  • Additional project-based work (through school, training bootcamps, etc.)

20

 

Employer Voices: Professional Skills and Interests

“This industry changes constantly. There is a lot to pick up about being in tech to be 
effective, and there will always be new things around the corner. Being able to absorb 
information quickly will be invaluable.” – Engineering Lead, NYC Tech Company

While technical skills and experience are crucial to a candidate’s success, they aren’t 
enough; candidates often need to demonstrate passion for tech and a range of 
professional skills in order to land an entry-level tech job in New York City. These include:

  • Passion for tech: Employers almost universally look for a candidate to 
 demonstrate a passion for tech. Candidates can demonstrate this in a number of 
 ways, especially through gaining work experience, personal/side projects, and 
 the other types of experience described below. Many employers also expect 
 candidates to keep up with, and be able to talk about, the latest tech news.

  • Ability to work independently; eagerness and ability to work collaboratively: 
 While employers cite the ability to work independently as important, many tend 
 to place more emphasis on the need to work collaboratively as something that 
 many candidates are currently missing. While all tech professionals must be able 
 to work independently, modern tech workplaces rely heavily on teamwork, and 
 strong candidates must be able to work collaboratively with both technical and 
 non-technical colleagues (see building a product as part of a team, above, for 
 more details). 

  • Communication: Time and again, employers emphasize the importance of being 
 able to communicate – with team members, supervisors, in interviews, with 
 clients – both verbally and in writing. Again, contrary to one popular image, a 
 tech professional doesn’t work in isolation in front of a computer all day long; 
 they must be able to clearly and effectively communicate with others to 
 accomplish their work. As one TTP program manager puts it, “even with epic 
 coding talents, you will not land (or succeed in) a job if you cannot speak clearly 
 about the relevant aspects of your successful projects.” This includes:

 o Getting people excited about your ideas in order to move your work 
  forward
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5.  PROFESSIONAL SKILLS AND INTERESTS



 o Anticipating objections and listening to feedback

 o Speaking to audiences in various roles, both technical and non-
  technical, including: 

  * “Translating” tech into human: Communicating complex ideas simply

  * Tailoring communications for different audiences (e.g. communicating 
  differently with an executive than with a fellow programmer)

 o Conveying progress and roadblocks to your team in order to advance 
  your project

 o Proactively, effectively communicating issues, including raising 
  questions and ideas

 o Using correct grammar in order to be easily and accurately understood 
  by teammates, clients, and others in the organization 

 o Technical communication is a particularly important part of this; 
  candidates must be able to effectively explain their code, describe how 
  and why they made particular coding decisions, and what they’d do if 
  faced with different options. Candidates are often expected to 
  demonstrate these skills in particular during the technical interview 
  process.  

  • Employers also look for: 
 o A proactive approach, which is especially important for start-ups 
  and other environments that depend on each individual contributor to 
  bring their own best ideas to the table and drive work forward without 
  needing constant direction or supervision,

 o An ability to juggle multiple tasks at once, as well as time management 
  and task completion skills, which are important in settings in which 
  individuals may need to work on several projects or different aspects of a 
  project simultaneously, and

 o Attention to detail, which is crucial for jobs in which one missing comma 
  or one misplaced bracket can mean the difference between a working or 
  non-working product. 
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  • Job application and interview-related skills: In addition to developing the 
 technical and professional skills they need to succeed on the job, candidates 
 must be able to effectively demonstrate these qualifications, particularly in an 
 interview setting. In particular, employers look for: 

 o A clear resume and strong online presence that clearly communicate 
  candidates’ qualifications, skills, projects, and experiences specific to the 
  job for which they’re applying 

 o An online portfolio that gives employers an opportunity to review 
  applied work a candidate has done in the past (particularly if the 
  candidate does not have a long work history)

 o An effective, easily adaptable elevator pitch that clearly communicates 
  who the candidate is, their specific career goals (e.g. what type of 
  company they want to work at, in what type of position, and why), and 
  why they’re qualified for a specific opportunity. Individuals should be 
  able to refine their elevator pitch as needed to most effectively pitch 
  themselves for opportunities at companies of different sizes (larger 
  companies may need very specific contributors; smaller companies 
  generally need individuals who can wear multiple hats)

 o Clear understanding of the company where they’re interviewing and 
  where they picture themselves in the company – e.g. on a particular role 
  and/or team 

 o General interview skills and etiquette, including the ability to explain 
  the work they’ve done on past projects or specific work within 
  experiences; how to conduct themselves in an interview (including eye 
  contact, handshakes, body language, etc.); and follow-up (e.g. asking for 
  a business card; sending a thank-you note, etc.)

 o Excellent performance in a technical interview, including the ability 
  to demonstrate technical proficiency through a number of collaborative 
  techniques. Different employers have different approaches and 
  expectations. Some common approaches include: 

  * Whiteboarding: Solving a coding challenge in real-time while 
    explaining the approach out loud to a group of interviewers. Through 
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 this process, candidates have an opportunity to demonstrate not only 
 their technical proficiency but equally importantly how they approach 
 problems, respond to feedback, overcome obstacles, and propose 
 alternate solutions.

 * Take-home coding assignments: Writing assigned code before arriving 
   at an interview. Once in the interview setting, a candidate may be 
    expected to walk employers through their solution and answer follow-up 
   questions. 

 * Pair programming: As described above, an opportunity to partner with 
   an experienced programmer or hiring manager to write code together.

 * Collaborative debugging: Working with others to find and fix bugs in a 
   body of code.
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NEXT STEPS FOR DELIVERING QUALITY TALENT

The value of more accurately defining what makes a strong candidate for in-demand tech 
roles cannot be overstated. Not only is it essential to closing the city’s current skills gap, 
it also will help to surface qualified talent reflective of all the creativity and diversity that 
five boroughs have to offer. 

In order to expand the delivery of quality jobs for New Yorkers and quality talent for 
the city’s businesses, TTP has engaged employers in more precisely defining the core 
competencies, skills, and tools that today’s in-demand tech workforce requires. Through 
programs like the NYC Web Development Fellowship, delivered in partnership with the 
Flatiron School, TTP already has demonstrated that New Yorkers equipped with industry-
informed skills can go on to thrive at companies like Microsoft and Goldman Sachs, 
regardless of whether or not they hold an undergraduate degree. 

Continuing to articulate and share industry feedback on the skills needed to secure 
and succeed in tech roles, the NYC Tech Talent Pipeline looks forward to continuing to 
work together with its partners to ensure New York is expanding opportunities for a 21st 
century workforce. 
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