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Show Your Work



Work e rs:  W h at ’s  In It  For You?

Saying, “I don’t have time to narrate 

my work” is akin to saying, “I’m too 

busy cutting down the tree to stop 

and sharpen the saw.”



30

Workers:  
What’s In It For You? 
As we’ll see in the “why people share” section, benefits may be as simple as wanting to show off 

a bit, wanting to pay a community back, or seeking feedback from peers in your field.  Whether 

work gets shown or not, and how well, ultimately rests with the individual worker.  Finding easy 

ways of getting it into the workflow—through quick videos, images instead of paragraphs on 

weekly reports, or a voice blog post from a mobile phone—may make all the difference. 
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Saying, “I don’t have time to narrate my work” is akin to saying, “I’m too 
busy cutting down the tree to stop and sharpen the saw.”  (“I’m a busy 
knowledge worker. I don’t have time to think.”)  You’re already talking about 
your work, probably more than you know. How can you make that more 
available to others? 

A challenge is the reality of perceived productivity: clients pay us to 

produce, not refl ect; organizations want activity, not journaling.  But 

learning how and what (and when) to narrate work will, in the long run,  

help to streamline processes, help you develop an awareness of your own 

best practices, help you see where you are making mistakes, using fl awed 

thinking, and spinning your wheels—and ultimately help improve your 

fi nal work products and output.  It won’t hurt if you ever decide to look for 

new employment, either. So what are some benefi ts individuals might fi nd 

through showing their work?

esTablisHing cReDibiliTY/eXPeRTise

37signals designer Mig Reyes shares the importance of choosing the 

appropriate typeface to support your message.  Who would you listen to 

if you wanted an expert on understanding how font aff ects design, and 

impact? 

http://37signals.com/svn/posts/3285-the-typography-and-layout-behind-the-new-signal-vs-noise-redesign
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Raising YouR PRofile 

When Craig Taylor moved to a new company, 

one of the first requests he received was for 

help from a business unit wanting to improve 

their presentations. He took an existing slide 

deck and made changes, but better: he kept 

the old slides at the end and used the speaker 

note section to explain problems, what could 

be improved, and why he made changes. While 

another L&D unit might have created a 10–

minute “good PowerPoint” tutorial, Craig gave 

back a real solution to a real work problem, in 

context. It was a good call. The unit was very 

happy with the final product. That, in turn, 

generated positive buzz about him, helped 

make him more visible to others, and estab-

lished him as a go-to guy for this. It also let his 

new managers see what he could do.  

imPRoving PeRfoRmance

Working out loud can help build the connec-

tions vital to learning not just what is done but 

how work gets done, and how to get better at 

it. This happens outside of databases and APIs.  

SAP’s Sameer Patel offers an example he’s 

recently seen: “Networks of nurses looking to 

train each other not on standard policy stuff but 

tiny tips and tricks in the operating room that 

reduce latency and risk. These are contextual 

and very situational and where the ‘what’s in it 

for me’ is crystal clear to all participants.” 

(From http://www.pretzellogic.org/

blog/2013/06/09/networked-enterprises-

social-business-forum-sbf13/)

http://www.pretzellogic.org/blog/2013/06/09/networked-enterprises-social-business-forum-sbf13/
http://www.pretzellogic.org/blog/2013/06/09/networked-enterprises-social-business-forum-sbf13/
http://www.pretzellogic.org/blog/2013/06/09/networked-enterprises-social-business-forum-sbf13/
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Tracy Parish @Tracy Parish 27 Jun

@MattGuyan Great start with just finding collaborators. RT 
Q3 improved communication, collaboration #lrnchat

David Kelly @LnDDave 27 Jun

Q2) Narrating work can make someone aware of gaps 
and opportunities in work that may not be apparent in 
subconscious workflows.  #lrnchat

cReaTing Dialogue 

Sometimes showing work isn’t just about declar-

ing something but asking. On  June 27, 2013, 

the author, looking for ideas about framing this 

book, asked for help from her Twitter-based 

#lrnchat colleagues. A 60-minute #lrnchat on 

“Show Your Work” generated forty-three pages 
of conversation around how, what, benefits of, 

and barriers to, narrating work.

9781118863626_028-047.indd   33 13-03-2014   19:48:48
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geTTing HelP/saving Time/noT ReinvenTing THe wHeel

geTTing HelP: 
auTHoR’s sToRY 

One afternoon a few years ago I received a 

phone call: The Governor’s offi  ce needed 

a writer to help with a “Code of Conduct” 

for all employees.  For the state government 

workforce, that means kindergarten teachers 

and registered nurses and prison guards and 

kitchen workers and Highway Patrol offi  cers, 

and everything in between.  The Governor’s 

offi  ce sent over a draft code, a list of seven items 

they wanted to include, with a little supporting 

text.  One of the items was “Professionalism.” 

I  worked in state government for a long time, 

and every legislative session brings renewed 

interest in “performance management.” So I’ve 

been down the road of defi ning “professional-

ism” half a dozen times with very little consen-

sus.  It is a nebulous concept and tends to be 

something very much in the eye of the beholder. 

I knew coming up with a defi nition that covered  

this item would be a challenge. 

So I decided to ask my Twitter-based PLN 

(personal learning network) for help. Before I 

went to work on the remaining six items, I set up 

a Google Doc, set it to be editable by anyone who 

accessed it, and tweeted the above message out: 

Jane bozarth @JaneBozarth
**Help w project for Gov’s offi ce? Defi nition of 
“professionalism” approp for all state emps? 
Edit: https://docs.google.com/document/d/11/_KeY_
Hd3OW Thanks!

Here’s the Google Doc after a few people had edited it:

9781118863626_028-047.indd   34 13-03-2014   19:48:51
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Meanwhile, I went on dealing with the rest of 

the items on the document. When I went back 

to check on “professionalism” the group had 

edited it down to a fi nal defi nition. I copied and 

pasted it in and sent it verbatim to the Gover-

nor’s offi  ce. 

9781118863626_028-047.indd   35 13-03-2014   19:48:53
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Good? Yes. Appropriate for kindergarten teachers, prison guards, and 

kitchen workers? Yes. Better than I could have done on my own? YES.  

Most people who know me wouldn’t expect this to be the kind of task 

that crosses my path, as I am most often involved in workplace learning 

matters. Saying “this is what I do, this is what I’m working on, and I 

need some help” will usually get you just that. Even better: It can create 

something others can use. When I showed this during a webinar, so many 

people asked for a copy of it that I tweeted it back out again and put it 

on a Pinterest board.  It has also spread geographically: I used this as an 

example during a “Show Your Work” conference presentation in Chicago 

on September 20, 2013. The following Monday I received an email from 

a conference attendee who’d taken the idea home with him to Australia:

9781118863626_028-047.indd   36 13-03-2014   19:48:57
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geTTing HelP: new waYs of woRKing 
anD communicaTing aT YammeR

Yammer’s Paul Agustin found that the move to Yammer changed his 

perception of how work gets done and how eff ective communication looks:  

“In my previous jobs the communication has 

followed a slow and ineffi  cient path,  like: 

Managers delegate work, information went 

back and forth, and data resided in email  or a 

shared drive with no real collaborative abilities. 

Yammer uses a new model: it’s a completely 

diff erent way of communicating. For instance, 

I’m currently working on a project in New 

York with a colleague in San Francisco. We use 

real-time collaborative notes. Someone gets @

mentioned (at mentioned) in the conversation 

to draw them in. Allison in Arizona sees it, 

chimes in, and suggests someone else.”

Another advantage? Time.  More from Paul 

Agustin: “Well, say you’re working on a course 

for developers. I can set up a group specifi c 

to that topic and ask for input. People can @

each other to pull the right expertise in.  They 

can provide insight on customer needs and 

experiences in the fi eld. This way of working 

is MUCH faster. The old way it would have 

taken me a YEAR to get all this information. 

This way it takes days.”

People like to be asked for their opinions and ideas; showing your work 

can be another avenue for creating dialogue and getting feedback. Think-

ing about how you’re asking is a way both of getting help and letting them 

know what you do. Here’s an example from IBM’s Luis Suarez. 

9781118863626_028-047.indd   37 13-03-2014   19:49:00
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“Quite often the answers to problems that are plaguing you can be gained by 
educating someone else about the problems you face . . . during the process, 
you will see the answers for yourself.” 

~Wasko & Faraj, 2000, p. 167

an asiDe: Public v PRivaTe?

Is there really a reason the conversation about “professionalism,” or Luis’s request for help 

with a presentation, should have been locked inside a firewall? Really?  If it saves time and gets 

you a good result, and has nothing to do with proprietary information or potential profit . . . 

does is really have to be private?  Weigh risks and payoffs:  In the “code of conduct” example, 

is the value of protecting the organization’s code of conduct from public viewing so important 

that the better input from outside wasn’t worth seeking? Is there something so proprietary that 

it can’t be shared for reuse? Are there circumstances when it would make sense to have  your 

public or your customers help you develop your code of conduct? 

9781118863626_028-047.indd   38 13-03-2014   19:49:00
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RePlacing RÉsumÉ 
wiTH someTHing moRe 
meaningful 

A portfolio or other document is more than 

just a résumé listing skills or even accomplish-

ments: It shows how you think, why/how you 

make decisions, how you work, and what leads 

to what results.

It’s not just “I can do this” but “See? I can 

do this.” The best can show not just fi nal prod-

ucts but why/how you got there.  Look at the 

diff erence in these two job candidates. In the 

second sample, a workfl ow outline from profes-

sional sketchnoter Sacha Chua, we see not only 

a fi nished product but documentation of how 

she did it.  And she makes this available to the 

public via a shared Evernote notebook.

What else do you need to know about Sacha 

Chua? Can you see how she does what she 

does? Do you have a good view of her fi nal 

product? Do you really think a résumé would 

tell you more? Think about the ensuing job 
interview: who seems more likely prepared with 
good answers?   

(By the way:  The author was recently involved 

in a hiring situation with the goal of bringing on 

an e-learning developer. Half of the candidates 

did not have portfolios available. Who would 

you choose to interview—or not?) 

9781118863626_028-047.indd   39 13-03-2014   19:49:06
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eXPlaining YouR THinKing 
HelPs You leaRn

The report of a Vanderbilt University study published in 2008 discusses 

an experiment in which young children were shown a series of patterned 

bugs and asked to guess the next one in the sequence. The children were 

divided into three groups: one group was asked to simply state the right 

answer, another to describe their thought process quietly to themselves, 

and the third to explain their reasoning to their mothers. All three groups 

were then given another, more advanced pattern test. Researchers found 

the group that had explained answers to their mothers did better on the 

more diffi  cult test. Bottom line: When we’re asked to articulate ideas to 

other people, we learn better.  

(b. Rittle-Johnson,m.saylor, K. swygert. (2008). learning from explaining: 

Does it matter if mom is listening? Journal of Experimental 

Child Psychology, 100(3), pages 215–224.)

9781118863626_028-047.indd   40 13-03-2014   19:49:13
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TeacHing oTHeRs 
imPRoves PRacTice

Teaching others—whether hands-on as with decorating cookies, or 

through providing a demonstration like one off ered by topiary artist Pearl 

Fryar—forces us to pay more attention to how we do what we do. Rather 

than just say, “This is what I do,”  saying, “This is how I do that” brings 

about refl ection and helps us to articulate specifi c behaviors and detailed 

steps.  In other words:  teaching helps you learn. 

ReflecTion 
imPRoves PRacTice

Refl ective practice is a challenge: we are all busy, and it is human nature to 

fi nish one thing and move on to the next, especially when working against 

deadlines or other pressures.   But just taking a moment to say, “What 

went well? What would I do diff erently next time?” Can make the next 

time, and the time after that, go more quickly or smoothly or successfully. 

There are a number of disciplines that require, particularly during 

training, documentation of refl ections. Student and entry-level social 

workers, lawyers, and teachers, for example, are often tasked with journ-

aling or recapping activities and commenting on them.  This helps to both 

capture what happened as well as off er the time and space to develop addi-

tional perspectives and alternative explanations or questions. For instance, 

see what a student nurse wrote. 

Show Your Work 5 7like

sTUDeNT NUrse: 

“While I felt very prepared to provide my patients with 

basic care, I was surprised by my own discomfort at 

bathing an adult man (instead of the practice manikin). 

Shifting my learning from textbooks and practice lab 

settings to human beings may take a bigger jump 

than I anticipated. I dealt with this in the moment 

by putting myself in his shoes—being relatively 

helpless immediately after surgery and having to be so 

dependent on strangers like me for the most basic care. 

As uncomfortable as it was for me it was likely more 

so for him—plus, he was in pain and probably a bit 

frightened about the whole hospital experience.

I found empathy in a place within myself where I had 

not looked for it before.”

9781118863626_028-047.indd   41 13-03-2014   19:49:14
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an asiDe: TiPs foR 
becoming moRe ReflecTive

One of the goals of the reflective practice for 

students is the need for them to develop their 

own “internal supervisor”: a lawyer doesn’t 

have a boss watching her in court; a clinical 

social worker conducting family therapy won’t 

often have an observer standing by to give feed-

back.  For many of us, learning to evaluate our 

own performance, and repeat or correct it as 

needed, is critical to successful practice.  

“Reflect on what you’re 
really doing all day:  
Email is not work.”  

~jeFFrey Zoller via Twitter 

9781118863626_028-047.indd   42 13-03-2014   19:49:28
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eXeRcise 1 

If refl ective practice is new for you, begin by ending a task, particularly 

a big one, by asking yourself some basic questions. Consider things like: 

What do I know now that I didn’t know when I started?

Why did this particular (event, barrier, success, accident) happen? 

How can it be explained?

What can I do diff erently next time? How could I have made this go 

(faster, better, more smoothly)? 

What political issues emerged ?

A problem I ran into was ___________________________ 

I fi xed it/overcame it/circumvented it by ________________________

How did the outcome measure up to my expectations?

How well did the actual refl ect my estimates on time, challenges, 

diffi  culty, people? 

I could not fi x/overcome/circumvent it because __________________

Did this highlight any defi ciencies in my preparation/training/skill level? 

What do I need to do to correct that? 

What assumptions did I make? How valid were these? 

How did they aff ect what I did? 

What do I know about ________ now that I didn’t know when I started?

Why did ___________ happen? How can it be explained?

What did I learn from this?

eXeRcise 2

Remember the lesson of the patterned bug images and saying it out loud. 

Linda Kirkman, struggling with managing the content of her thesis, 

borrowed from ideas on storyboarding and found it most helpful to talk 

it through out loud, even though the only listener was an admittedly 

somnolent cat.  Her inspiration came from http://patthomson.wordpress.

com/2013/03/28/story-boarding-the-thesis-structure/.

Linda says, “The talking really helped me make sense of diff erent ideas. I 

asked questions such as, ‘Why does that go there, why not elsewhere? What 

is the boundary for that idea? What makes it relevant?’ If I had just thought 

silently about the lacement of the points within the themes it would have 

taken longer and not been as eff ective. There is something about speaking 

the thoughts that clarifi es them. I felt less of a dork talking to yourself by 

imagining the somnolent tortoiseshell cat Charlotte as an audience.” 
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Show Your Work 5 7like

eXeRcise 3 

Make yourself a quick printable template and 

keep a stack handy. Read it over and answer the 

questions as you complete big tasks, new tasks, 

or challenging conversations. 

reFleCTIoN oN ________________________ 

What did I do well?

How closely did expectations match reality?

If I did this again, what would I do differently?

What surprised me? Problems, obstacles, 

people, shortcuts, help?

If this exposed any lack of knowledge or skill, 

how can I correct that?

What did I learn from this?

9781118863626_028-047.indd   44 13-03-2014   19:49:37
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While it’s tempting to do these exercises and 

keep them only to yourself, stop and ask, “Who 

else might benefi t from this?” Several examples 

in this book show the power of talking through 

mistakes made and ways to avoid them next time. 

Other practitioners would likely fi nd that more 

useful than “here is my dazzling thing I did.”

For an in-depth look at the value of refl ective 

practice—and writing about it—see Atul Gawa-

nde’s Complications, an excellent fi rst-person 

account of a new surgeon’s experience with 

learning to learn. 

“Writing the blog has inspired me professionally: it has helped make me more disciplined 
with my working habits and it has undoubtedly made me more creative. It can make 
you more effi cient and even work less! It can make you a better teacher. In one year I 
have undoubtedly learnt more than my last six or seven years in the job combined. It 
engages you in disciplined deeply self-refl ective examination of failure, marginal success 
and barely perceptible improvement.” @huntingenglish

Refl ective practice is “the capacity to refl ect on action so as to engage in a 
process of continuous learning,” which, according to the origination of the 
term, is one of the defi ning characteristics of professional practice.”
Wikipedia

refl ective practice

9781118863626_028-047.indd   45 13-03-2014   19:49:37
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PaYing iT foRwaRD 

Matt Thompson, editorial product manager at 

NPR, offers some nice commentary about this 

on the Poynter.Org blog in a piece called “6 

Reasons Journalists Should Show Your Work 

While Learning”:

“It’s only right to pay it forward. Whether or not you know 

it, you’ve benefited from others who’ve shown their work. 

This article you’re reading was published by an open-

source CMS, using open-source database software. There’s 

a better-than-even chance you’re using an open-source 

browser to read it. As Germuska points out, the Internet 

was built by people saying, ‘Here’s what I did. How might 

it work for you? Make it better.’ And certainly, if you’ve 

learned to code or you intend to start, you’ll have relied 

quite a bit on the kindness of strangers. What goes around 

should come around.”  

http://www.poynter.org/how-tos/digital-strategies/150243/6-reasons-journalists- 

should-show-your-work-while-learning-creating/. (see this book’s section on “why People share” for more on this.)

9781118863626_028-047.indd   46 13-03-2014   19:49:37
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benefiTs To You

The benefits of showing your work range from career enhancement to paying back (and forward). 

Note throughout the book the ways in which others are doing this. Few of us are eloquent and prolific 

Richard Edelmans; some of us may prefer a quick narrated slideshow, a few tweets, or a 6-second 

Vine video. Some may write narratives while others post by voice. The trick is finding ways to get 

it into your workflow—making it part of everyday practice  without it being another onerous chore.  

The bulk of this book offers examples that should help provide inspiration as well as ideas for easy 

means of getting showing your work into your work flow.

9781118863626_028-047.indd   47 13-03-2014   19:49:37




