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A review of Learn Python the Hard Way and why typing every line beats reading about code.
Summary (TL;DR)
The article reviews Zed Shaw's "Learn Python the Hard Way," which teaches coding by typing and running code rather than reading about it. Shaw uses 52 exercises (numbered 0 to 52) covering printing, variables, math, string formatting, and input, then file I/O at Exercise 15, functions at Exercise 18, classes at Exercise 40, inheritance through 44, and a Flask web app in 50 to 52. The method blocks shortcuts: no copy-pasting, type every line, practice daily, break things on purpose, and skip confusing drills rather than stalling. Shaw argues people quit by skipping repetitive work. Later editions moved from Python 2 to Python 3 while keeping the method, which the author says applies to any craft.

The book’s core premise is simple. You learn programming by typing code, running it, and fixing what breaks. Reading about code is not the same as writing it.
I wrote this post in 2016 and hadn't read the book at the time. It's incredible when you figure out something has been discovered, not invented. That is, when someone else got the same conclusion in a separate context!
A good idea is invented, a great idea is discovered

Zed Shaw built the book around a method he calls “instruction.” You do a sequence of controlled exercises designed to build a skill through repetition. He calls this “the hard way” not because the material is difficult. The technique demands discipline. Most people want to skip the repetitive parts. The book refuses to let them.
No copy-pasting. Shaw is explicit about this. The physical act of typing builds muscle memory and forces you to read each line.
The early exercises cover the basics: printing strings, variables, math operations, string formatting, and user input. These feel trivial on purpose. Shaw wants beginners to build confidence with small wins before the concepts get harder.
There are 52 exercises, numbered 0 through 52. Exercise 0 is environment setup with no code. Each one after that introduces a single concept through a short program you type and run yourself.
The exercises are the curriculum

File I/O starts at Exercise 15 (“Reading Files”). Exercises 16 and 17 continue the topic. Reading from and writing to files gives beginners their first taste of programs that persist data beyond a single run.
Around Exercise 18, functions appear. Shaw treats functions as the first real abstraction a beginner needs to understand. He spends several exercises on how arguments pass into functions and how return values work.
The book introduces object-oriented programming at Exercise 40 (“Modules, Classes, and Objects”). Shaw shows classes as containers for functions and data. He does not spend time on design patterns or abstract OOP philosophy.
Exercises 42 through 44 build up inheritance through concrete examples. These cover is-a and has-a relationships, composition vs. inheritance, and the use of super().
Exercises 50 through 52 walk through building a simple web app using Flask. Readers handle HTTP requests, create HTML templates, and process form input. This gives them a tangible product after weeks of small exercises.
What the book values most is process and discipline

Shaw repeats a few rules throughout.
	Practice every day. Type the code exactly. Break things on purpose to see what happens.
	When you get stuck, don’t stare at the screen. Interrogate your code. Look at the problem from a different angle.
	Search online for what you don’t understand.

One rule you might expect is missing. Shaw does not insist that readers master each exercise before moving on. He says the opposite. If a Study Drill makes no sense, skip it. Come back later. Keep moving. The understanding will arrive once enough exercises are behind you.
The book is grounded in the fundamentals of what modern neuroscience understands today, although at the time the author might not have known that and guided himself by their own observations.
It's about how beginners frequently fail. Shaw’s argument is that most people quit programming because they skip the boring parts. They skim exercises. They paste code from the internet. They don’t build the habit of actively debugging their own errors. The “hard way” method is designed to block those exits.
This is NOT for the AI Vibe Coder!

Shaw’s tone is direct and sometimes blunt. He tells readers to stop when they feel frustrated, but not to stop for long. He frames difficulty as proof that learning is happening.
The book does not cover algorithms or computer science theory in any formal sense. It teaches lists and dictionaries as tools, not as abstract concepts. The goal is to get a beginner from zero to functional.
One thing worth noting: the book has gone through several editions. Later versions shifted from Python 2 to Python 3. The method stayed the same. The language details updated.
I'm impressed for a book that is 16 years old. My takeaway is not from Python itself, but the approach. A disciplined, careful, and intentional process that can be used for absolutely any type of craft.
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