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Watching discussions happening online, I see a frequent unfortunate tic I’ll call the Expert Asterisk. A
beginner is asking for help, and experts are answering. Then in the spirit of completeness, an expert throws
in a fact or detail far from the learner’s abilities or needs.

As an example, here was an interaction about git: a new learner was having trouble getting properly
oriented. They were asking how branches relate to directories, and how to undo a change. They knew about
git init  but didn’t know how it related to changing projects.

newb: so every time I change project I simply do ‘git init’ on them?

expert1: ‘git init’ is for creating a new project.

expert2: you change your working directory, typically, when you change project

So far so good, but then:

expert2: or you specify the git repo directory with the -C switch, but it’s more typing to do, so
hardly anyone does that unless there’s a very good reason

What!? Why mention this while explicitly pointing out no one does it? The newb just barely understands
how git works at all. Why introduce obscure command-line options that “hardly anyone” uses?

I call this an asterisk because it feels like an esoteric footnote that only experts, academics, or
completionists would need to know.

The expert is trying to be helpful. They are presenting all the options in the optimistic hope that the newb
will be able to pick and choose among them.

Worse, sometimes multiple experts each offer their own asterisks, and the poor newb is intrigued and
distracted by each one. The new learner doesn’t have a way to sift out which details might be important to
them. Their original question gets lost in the spreading tangents.

It’s hard to help new learners: we can’t know where their gaps are. What misconceptions need to be
unwound? Often we have only a glimpse of their context. Experts can miss when they use words slightly
wrong, taking them at face value instead of seeing the misunderstanding that leads down the wrong path.
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Notice in the exchange above, “change project” could mean switching among existing projects or starting a
new project. We’re not sure which they meant. An expert will cycle among a number of active projects, but
beginners will work on one until it is done, then switch to a new project, never returning to the previous
one. Perhaps “every time I change project I do ‘git init’” was right for their situation.

The -C  comment didn’t derail the session, but the effort of that comment could have instead been used to
clarify the newb’s need.

I understand why experts add these asterisks to help sessions: they are useful for some people even if not
for this beginner, and experts are interested (even fascinated) by all the intricate details. These discussion
areas are not strictly for newb-help. They’re for general discussion among many people. There’s no rule
against talking about advanced or rare options.

And it’s hard to know what will be useful, or what the newb really means, or what will resonate with them
to help them find a solution. It’s all difficult.

But you should at least recognize who you are addressing and whether you are helping them. If you want to
help the beginner, try to resist the impulse to add little-traveled tangents. Focus on the question at hand and
try hard to understand the newb’s situation and mindset. Speak their language so they can hear you.
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