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Before you begin
Online learning can help you try new work, improve a skill or return 
to study. Recorded lessons let you learn at a time that suits you. A 
good course also gives you clear explanations, practice and 
feedback.

There is plenty to explore: building a website, preparing a clear 
report, organising business records or editing a video. You might 
also learn to use artificial intelligence, or AI, for part of a task. Start 
by asking what you want to be able to do.

Start with a useful task

Imagine that you help with a small shop's records. You want to turn 
a busy sheet of figures into a weekly summary the owner can 
understand. A course in spreadsheets could help. Before choosing 
one, you can look for lessons, exercises and feedback that will 
prepare you for that task.

This approach gives your learning a purpose. You can see what you 
need to learn, try the work and check whether you are improving. 
The same approach can help with a first job, a change of career, 
freelance work or a small business.

Plan your time and costs

A phone may be enough to watch a lesson, but completing the 
project may need a computer. Software, data, electricity and travel 
can add to the cost. You need time to practise, and sometimes help 
with a difficult part. Finding work also depends on available 
opportunities and the decisions of employers and customers.
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What this book will help you do

 Choose a useful skill and a suitable way to learn it
 Plan your time, practice and costs
 Use AI carefully and check the work it helps you make
 Prepare honest work samples and approach suitable opportunities
 Learn from feedback and decide what to do next

You may be new to the subject, already working, or returning after a 
break. Start with what you can do now. Earlier experience from 
work, study or home responsibilities can be useful, even when you 
still need technical training.

How to use the examples

The examples in this book are made up to explain practical 
decisions. They do not describe real learners, employers or course 
providers. The money amounts are for practising calculations, not 
expected earnings or recommended prices.

Read from the beginning, or go to the chapter closest to your present 
question. Keep a page for decisions and things you still need to find 
out. Try a small piece of work as you read. That will help you see 
which advice fits your situation.

You do not need to settle your whole career today. Choose a useful 
next step, give it a fair try and use what you learn to make the next 
decision.
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Part 1

Choosing a direction

Trees and Undergrowth

Choose a kind of work, compare ways to learn it and make a plan 
that fits your time and budget.
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Chapter 1

Choose work you can explain
Imagine a shop assistant considering a course in data analysis. The 
course looks interesting, but the title is broad. In the shop, the 
assistant already sees a specific problem: the owner has weekly 
sales figures and struggles to compare them. That gives the assistant 
a useful task to explore.

What would a helpful result look like? Who would use it? What 
would the assistant need to learn before producing it responsibly?

The first task might be to clean a small set of invented sales records 
and produce a clear weekly summary. This would require organising 
data, calculating accurately and explaining the result. It would give 
the learner a way to test an interest in analytical work. It would not, 
by itself, qualify the learner for every job advertised under data 
analysis.

Look beyond the job title

A job title can hide very different work. An administrative assistant 
working online might organise files for one organisation and answer 
customer questions for another. A designer might prepare simple 
layouts, create a set of logos, colours and other brand materials, or 
design technical documents. Read the duties before deciding what to 
learn.
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Read several current advertisements for work you could realistically 
do. Include local jobs if they suit you. Look for:

 Tasks that appear in more than one advertisement
 Education or experience that is required
 Skills the employer prefers but does not require
 Samples or other evidence applicants need to provide

If an important condition is unclear, ask the employer. This can save 
you from choosing training that does not meet the job's 
requirements.

If you want to work for yourself, find out what customers need help 
doing. “I want to learn marketing” can become “I want to write 
accurate product descriptions and plan when small retailers will 
publish them.” This clearer task helps you choose the skills to learn 
and judge a practice sample. You still need to find out whether those 
retailers want the service and how they handle the work now.

Choose work whose quality you can learn to recognise. For a 
website, attractive pages are only part of the result. Links should 
work, information should be correct, and important actions should 
be usable on the intended devices. For a written report, clear 
language matters alongside reliable sources and accurate 
interpretation. Understanding the standard makes learning more 
purposeful.

Build on your experience

Your previous work may have taught you useful skills, even if its 
job title seems unrelated. Someone who has organised deliveries 
may know how to track changing information and explain delays. A 
person who has helped a community group may have experience 
preparing an agenda or following up agreed tasks. Study can also 
provide evidence of research, calculation or teamwork.
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Be precise about that experience. “Helped maintain an attendance 
spreadsheet” is more credible than claiming to have managed an 
entire information system. Describe what you did, what support you 
received and what you can repeat independently. An accurate 
description helps you see what you still need to learn.

Try a small task before declaring yourself a complete beginner or an 
expert. Can you organise a file so another person can find what they 
need? Can you explain a calculation? Can you revise a paragraph 
without changing its meaning? Seeing the work often reveals more 
than a rating you give yourself.

Some kinds of work require a recognised qualification, supervised 
practice or an official licence. A short course can support those 
paths without replacing their entry conditions. Check with the 
relevant institution, employer or professional body before spending 
money on a promised shortcut. The answer may differ across 
countries and even between roles in the same field.

Choose a way of working

There are several ways to turn a skill into work. Each comes with 
different duties.

 In a job, an employer may provide a defined role, colleagues and 
work systems. You need to meet its entry conditions and working 
arrangements.

 An apprenticeship or other supervised training can provide 
practical feedback. Check its entry conditions, pay and 
availability.

 In freelance work, you often need to find clients as well as 
complete their assignments.

 In a business, you also need to manage costs, delivery and 
customer demand.
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Remote work can save a commute. It still brings expectations about 
equipment, communication and working hours. Read those details 
before deciding it will fit your life.

Consider what you need now. If household expenses are urgent, do 
not rely only on future earnings from a course to pay them. You 
could look for suitable work using skills you already have while 
learning something new. Keep a separate plan for current expenses 
so you can see what you can cover and where you still need help.

If you have limited equipment, choose an initial project that can be 
completed with what is reliably available. If uninterrupted time is 
scarce, look for work that can be divided into manageable sessions. 
These choices can change later. You can change direction as you 
learn more.

Try one small task

Write a short working statement: “I want to learn to do this task for 
this kind of user, and I will test it by making this sample.” Add what 
you can already do and the main thing you need help learning.

For the shop assistant, the statement might be: “I want to turn a 
small sales sheet into a checked weekly summary. I can enter and 
organise figures. I need to learn formulas, error checks and a clear 
way to explain the result.” That statement is specific enough to 
guide a course search and modest enough to test.

Leave room for a different conclusion. You may enjoy the subject 
but dislike its daily work. You may discover that a related task suits 
you better. A useful early attempt gives you information before you 
commit more time and money.
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Chapter 2

Choose a course that fits
Imagine two course descriptions. One offers a large library of 
lessons. The other includes fewer lessons, marked assignments and 
a chance to ask questions. Which offers better value?

You cannot answer from lesson count alone. A learner seeking a 
quick introduction may prefer the first. Someone repeatedly making 
errors may benefit more from feedback. The better choice depends 
on the work you want to learn and the support you will actually use.

Find out how the teaching works

Ask to see the course outline, a sample lesson and an assignment. 
Then check:

 Do you have the knowledge needed to start?
 Do the exercises gradually ask more of you?
 Will you make something on your own, as well as follow 

demonstrations?
 Will someone check your work and explain mistakes?

Check how help works. A discussion group is different from 
feedback on your own work. “Support” may mean help logging in 
rather than help understanding a mistake. Find out who answers 
questions, how you can contact them and how soon they say they 
will reply. Check whether the hours and language suit you.

Choose a format that fits your life. Live sessions may let you ask 
questions and give you a regular study time, but they can clash with 
work or family responsibilities. You can replay recordings, though 
access may expire and you may not get answers to questions. In-
person training may give you access to equipment and a teacher who 
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can watch you work. It can also add travel and other attendance 
costs.

Free learning can be valuable. Paid learning can be valuable too. 
Price does not resolve questions about relevance, teaching quality or 
your ability to participate. A free programme that needs equipment 
you cannot access may still be impractical. Choose a paid 
programme because it meets your needs and fits your budget, rather 
than because you feel pressured by an offer.

Ask about the claimed results

Suppose an advertisement describes a learner who earned a large 
amount after a course. The story may be true. Before using it to plan 
your own spending, ask:

 Over what period was the money earned?
 Is the amount sales revenue, or money left after expenses?
 What skills, experience and contacts did that person already 

have?
 How many learners were considered when choosing the example?

One unusually good result does not tell you what most beginners 
will earn. An average needs explanation too. A few high earners can 
raise it. If only some learners answer a survey, their results may 
differ from those of learners who did not reply.

Ask who was counted, what was measured and over what period. If 
you cannot find that information, do not treat the advertised result as 
an estimate of your own future income.

A recommendation can be sincere even when the person receives a 
referral payment or has another connection to the provider. 
Knowing that connection helps you weigh the recommendation. 
You can listen to the person's experience and still examine the 
teaching and terms yourself.
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The United States Federal Trade Commission explains that an 
advertisement can mislead if an unusually good result looks like a 
result people should normally expect. It also explains when 
connections between a reviewer and a seller should be disclosed. 
This is United States guidance. [1]

In Pakistan, the Competition Commission's guidance covers 
misleading claims and important information left out of marketing. 
Its guidelines also discuss endorsements and connections that matter 
to a buyer. Whether a particular case breaks a rule depends on the 
facts and the law that applies. [2]

Check what course length means

Suppose a course runs for twelve weeks and includes twenty hours 
of recorded lessons. The calendar length and the lesson hours tell 
you different things. Neither tells you how much practice you will 
need, when you will be ready to work independently or when you 
might get a job offer.

Ask what the published schedule includes. Will you need to read 
before class, install software, revise assignments or complete a final 
project? If the stated hours cover only video, add time for those 
other activities in your own plan. Your prior knowledge will affect 
the total.

Finishing a course, being ready for a task, receiving a first payment 
and earning regularly are different stages. You may finish a course 
and still need practice. If you already have useful experience, you 
may be ready for a small assignment while studying.

A first payment is encouraging. It does not tell you when the next 
one will arrive.

Do not borrow money on the assumption that you will start earning 
by an unproven date. If you do not understand the payment terms or 
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cannot afford them, pause and seek suitable advice. Take time to 
answer important questions, even when an advertisement urges you 
to decide quickly.

Add up the full cost

Start with the course fee, then list the other costs you will need to 
cover:

 Software, data and access to suitable equipment
 Assessment or certificate charges
 Travel, childcare or other practical support

Mark any cost that repeats each month. Also consider time away 
from paid work and duties someone else would need to take on.

Read cancellation and refund terms before enrolling. Check whether 
opening the course starts a cancellation or refund deadline, whether 
you must keep paying instalments after you stop studying, and 
whether a certificate or assessment costs extra. Keep a copy of the 
offer and the terms you actually relied on. Do not assume a refund is 
available simply because the course did not meet your expectations.

The FTC's consumer guidance recommends checking training, total 
costs, outcomes and written terms before committing. Its licensing 
and funding details concern the United States. [3]

Compare the course with other options, such as a smaller course, 
supervised practice or a book with exercises. You can also wait until 
you have the equipment you need. Before enrolling, be clear about 
the cost, what you will learn and any important unanswered 
questions.
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Chapter 3

Make time to learn
Imagine a person who can study only after finishing a shift and 
putting a child to bed. A timetable that assumes two hours of energy 
and concentration every evening may look encouraging on paper. 
After a week, it may mainly produce guilt.

What time is actually available? Which work requires full attention? 
What can you do if a planned session is interrupted?

A workable routine starts with those questions. Your plan should fit 
the week you actually have.

Find a workable study time

Look back at several recent days. Note work, travel, household 
responsibilities, rest and access to equipment. Look for times when 
you can study well. You do not need to fill every spare minute. 
Allow for tiredness too.

Choose a reliable time for work that needs your full attention. A 
shorter session in which you complete a calculation may be worth 
more than a long session of distracted watching. Use lighter 
moments for activities that genuinely suit them, such as reviewing a 
short note or preparing tomorrow's files. Match the task to the time 
and concentration you have.

Leave some spare time for delays. Downloads fail, an exercise takes 
longer than expected, or another responsibility becomes urgent. A 
little spare time makes it easier to handle an interruption.

Start with a schedule you can test, then adjust it using what 
happened. If three sessions were planned and one was usable, 
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examine why. Perhaps the time was unsuitable, the setup took too 
long, or the task was too large. Make a specific adjustment before 
judging your willingness to learn.

Agree on shared time and equipment

Other people may be affected by your plan. If you need a shared 
computer, household money or someone else's time, discuss that 
arrangement with them. Past help does not automatically cover a 
new commitment.

Be concrete. “I would like the computer on two evenings to 
complete assignments” gives someone a real request to consider. “I 
need your support” may leave them guessing about the hours, cost 
or work involved. Explain what you will continue to handle yourself 
and where you are asking for help.

Listen for the concern beneath a question. Someone asking about a 
course may be worried about the fee, safety during travel or an 
expectation that they will absorb extra responsibilities. Where you 
can, answer with verified details. If you do not know when you will 
earn, say so. A prediction made to win agreement can later become 
a source of conflict.

You do not need everyone to share your interest. You do need their 
agreement before relying on their money, equipment or help with 
responsibilities. The same applies at work: check before using an 
employer's equipment, time, files or accounts for personal learning.

If discussing a change could put your safety, housing or essential 
support at risk, consider the situation with a trusted person who 
understands it. Advice to simply ignore objections can be unsuitable 
in a vulnerable household. Progress needs a plan that takes your 
actual circumstances seriously.
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Make it easy to restart

At the end of a session, leave a short note stating what you finished 
and what to do next. “Check why the totals differ between these two 
sheets” is easier to resume than “continue the course.” Save a clean 
copy and a working copy where appropriate. Use filenames you can 
recognise later.

Keep the next task small enough to begin without another planning 
session. Open the document you need, note the lesson title or page 
number, and write down the question you are trying to answer. This 
reduces avoidable setup, especially when time is limited.

A missed session needs a revised next step, not a growing debt of 
study hours. If you try to repay every interruption with an 
exhausting weekend, the routine may become harder to maintain. 
Resume with the most useful unfinished task and adjust the schedule 
honestly.

Rest and other responsibilities belong in the plan. When learning 
repeatedly displaces sleep or essential care, reduce the load or 
change the arrangement. You can take a longer route without 
treating every week as an emergency.

Ask for help when you need it

Try the problem yourself, but decide when to ask for help if you 
stay stuck. Depending on the task, you might try a few different 
approaches or use part of your study session before asking.

Make your question easy to answer. Tell the teacher or other person:

 What you expected to happen
 What actually happened
 What you have already tried
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Remove personal or confidential information before sharing a 
screenshot or file. A clear example helps the other person explain 
what to try next.

After receiving help, repeat the relevant part yourself. If someone 
repairs the whole file while you watch, you may still be unable to do 
the work later. Ask them to explain the decision, then try a similar 
task with different material.

Review your arrangement after enough sessions to see a pattern. 
Keep what enables useful practice. Change what repeatedly prevents 
it. The purpose of a routine is to make learning possible in your life, 
and your life is allowed to change.



Begin for Yourself

19

Part 2

Learning you can demonstrate

The Valley of the Tyne

Practise the work, check the result and build samples you can 
explain.
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Chapter 4

Understand the tools you use
Imagine a learner asking an AI assistant to prepare a spreadsheet 
formula. The formula runs and produces a number. Has the problem 
been solved?

Only if the number answers the intended question and remains 
correct under the relevant conditions. A formula can run 
successfully and still omit a category, count the same record twice 
or handle a blank cell incorrectly. The learner needs enough 
understanding to check those possibilities.

Tools can make an unfamiliar task easier to approach. They can also 
make a misunderstanding harder to notice when the result looks 
polished.

Learn why each step matters

When watching a demonstration, pay attention to the reason for each 
important step. Why is the instructor sorting this column? Why is a 
design element placed there? Why is a source suitable for the claim? 
Menus and interfaces change. Understanding the purpose helps you 
work through those changes.

After following the demonstration, try a related task without 
copying every step. Change the material enough that you have to 
make a decision. If you learned to compare monthly totals, try a 
sheet with a missing entry. If you learned to format a poster, try a 
different amount of text. These variations reveal whether you 
understand the operation or remember a sequence.

Keep a short record of errors worth remembering. State what went 
wrong, how you found it and what corrected it. Avoid turning the 
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record into another large project. A few clear entries can help you 
spot a mistake you keep making and explain your work later.

Learning the basics may feel slow when finished examples look 
easy. Those basics help you find and fix problems. File 
organisation, reading instructions, basic numeracy and clear 
communication are part of digital work, even when the course title 
emphasises a newer technology.

Research from the International Labour Organization (ILO) 
highlights the value of technical skills alongside basic skills such as 
clear communication and critical thinking. It also recognises 
learning through everyday work and practical experience. These 
wider findings do not predict whether one learner will get a job. [4]

Give AI a clear task

AI can help explain an unfamiliar term, suggest practice questions, 
compare possible outlines or examine an error message. Give it a 
clear task and enough non-confidential context to make the response 
useful. Ask for an explanation you can examine, rather than treating 
confident wording as evidence.

For example, you might ask for a small set of invented sales records 
with deliberate mistakes, then practise finding those mistakes 
yourself. You might request several ways to explain a technical 
concept and compare them with a reliable source. You might ask 
what information is missing from a project brief, then decide which 
questions matter.
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AI can give you an incorrect answer, invent a source or suggest 
something unsuitable. Check the parts that matter:

 For a factual claim, go to a reliable original source.
 For a calculation, try values whose correct result you already 

know.
 For code, understand what it does and test it in a safe setting. Do 

not put real passwords or other private login details in practice 
code or prompts.

Asking the same tool to explain its answer is useful for learning, but 
it is not an independent check.

When learning, periodically work without AI assistance. Try 
explaining a result in your own words or making a small change 
unaided. If you cannot identify what the output does, you are not yet 
ready to take responsibility for that part of a client's work.

Check what you are allowed to share

Before putting material into a tool, check whether you are allowed 
to share it there. You may have duties to protect client files, 
workplace records and other people's personal information, even 
when a file looks harmless. Use invented practice data whenever 
real information is unnecessary.

Removing a name may not make a document safe to share. Details 
about a small group, a unique event or a particular transaction can 
still identify people or reveal confidential matters. If permission or 
policy is unclear, keep the material out and ask the responsible 
person.

Follow the rules of an assessment or assignment. If independent 
work is required, do it independently. If AI assistance is permitted 
with disclosure, describe it accurately. Do not present a generated 
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research result, customer quote or testimonial as something you 
observed.

Responsibility continues after a draft is produced. Someone still 
needs to decide whether a claim is supported, whether a design uses 
material you are allowed to use, and whether the output meets the 
brief. Knowing how to ask a tool is useful; knowing how to judge 
and correct its answer is part of doing the job.

Choose the AI skills you need

Using an AI application in everyday work and developing an AI 
system are different learning aims. The second may require 
programming, data preparation, mathematical understanding, 
evaluation and deployment skills. A short introduction to prompting 
does not demonstrate all of those abilities.

Check what you need to know before starting. If you want to build 
technical systems, a foundation course may be a necessary 
investment even when it does not use the most fashionable title. If 
you want to improve a current administrative task, a narrower 
course with appropriate practice may fit better.

The future of work is also uncertain. Generative AI tools create 
material such as text, images and code. The ILO's 2025 study looks 
at work tasks that this technology could affect. It does not count 
jobs already lost or promise new vacancies. It explains that many 
jobs may change while still needing human input. [5]

You cannot remove uncertainty by choosing a course with AI in its 
name. You can improve your position by understanding useful 
work, keeping your skills current and practising how to check the 
tools you use. Choose the depth that supports your next task, then 
extend it when the work gives you a reason.
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Chapter 5

Finish a useful project
Imagine a learner who has completed several design lessons and 
wants a sample for a portfolio, a collection of work that shows their 
skills. The learner begins creating an entire campaign: a logo, 
website, videos and a month of social posts. Two weeks later, there 
are many unfinished files and nothing easy to review.

What could have been completed and tested first? Perhaps a single 
event notice, designed for a specific reader and a specific screen 
size.

A smaller project can still demand serious thought. Its value 
depends on what it helps you practise and what evidence it 
produces.

Explain what the project must do

A brief explains the result the work is meant to achieve and the 
conditions it must meet. For practice, you can invent a setting and 
label it clearly as made up. You do not need a real client to learn 
how to work from instructions.

Consider a fictional community workshop. Its organisers need a 
one-page notice that helps adults understand who the workshop is 
for, when it takes place and how to register. Use clearly labelled 
placeholders such as “[sample contact details]” so no one mistakes 
the notice for a real service. Do not publish a fabricated event as an 
actual invitation.
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For this invented notice, write down the checks before designing it:

 Can the intended reader understand the notice?
 Can they easily find the date and location?
 Is the text readable at the size they will see?
 Is it clear how to register?

These questions help you judge whether the design does its job, as 
well as whether it looks attractive.

For a spreadsheet project, the brief might require an accurate weekly 
summary from invented records, with the assumptions explained. 
For a writing project, it might require a short guide based on 
specified public sources. For a website, it might require a working 
information page with clear navigation and accessible content. Keep 
the brief within the skills you can learn and test responsibly.

Decide when the project is finished

Choose a manageable first version. List what it includes and what 
belongs in a later version. Otherwise, every new idea can become a 
reason to postpone finishing.

Finishing includes checking the work. A document can be written 
and still contain broken references. A chart can display data and still 
use the wrong unit. A website can work on your screen and fail on a 
smaller one. Define the important checks before you reach the stage 
where you are tired and want to call the work finished.

Use a deadline to organise effort, while recognising its purpose. A 
practice deadline is a planning choice, not evidence that everyone 
should master the skill in that time. If the task turns out to be larger 
than expected, reduce scope or revise the plan and record what you 
learned about the estimate.
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Leave room for a second attempt. The first version makes your 
thinking visible. Reviewing and improving it helps you learn how 
work becomes dependable.

Check how the work performs

Ask someone to use or read the sample in the way its intended 
audience would. Give them a task rather than a request for general 
praise. “Find the date and explain how to register” will reveal 
something different from “Do you like the design?”

For a spreadsheet, check a few records manually and test awkward 
cases such as blank cells or duplicate entries. For instructions, ask 
whether a reader can follow the steps without your explanation. For 
a website, examine links, forms and layout on relevant devices. Use 
safe test data and avoid sending test submissions to real 
organisations without permission.

When a problem appears, identify its cause as specifically as you 
can. Missing information calls for a different change from confusing 
language. A calculation error calls for a different change from a 
chart that is hard to read. Correcting the right problem saves time 
and gives you a more useful lesson.

Do not hide the limits of your testing. You may be able to check a 
small sample carefully without knowing how it performs under 
heavy use. You may need an experienced reviewer for security, 
accessibility or another specialist area. Record what you checked 
and what you cannot yet check yourself.

Keep a record of what you changed

Save the brief, a working version and the final version. Note the 
main changes and why you made them. For the fictional notice, you 
might record that a reader missed the time and you moved it to a 
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more visible position. This shows how feedback helped you 
improve the work.

If another person or an AI tool helped, describe the contribution. 
Your own learning remains valuable when you identify assistance 
honestly. The problem arises when a sample implies skills or 
independent work you cannot demonstrate.

Reuse the process with different material. Completing one guided 
project is a good start; completing another with fewer prompts 
provides stronger evidence that you can use the skill on another 
task. Increase difficulty gradually by changing a meaningful 
condition, such as the audience, data size or output format.

When you can complete a clearly defined task and explain how you 
checked it, you have something concrete to develop further. The 
next chapter considers how to show that work without exaggerating 
what it proves.
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Chapter 6

Show what you can do
Imagine an employer opening a portfolio link. There are twelve 
files, several with unclear names. Some are course exercises, some 
are group work, and one is a polished sample with no explanation. 
The employer has little time. What can they confidently conclude?

A portfolio should make the relevant evidence easier to find and 
interpret. More files do not automatically make a stronger case.

Choose samples that fit the work

Select a small set of samples suited to the work you want. Each 
should help someone understand a specific skill. A checked 
spreadsheet can show how you organise data and explain 
calculations. A before-and-after document can show editing 
decisions, provided you have permission to share both versions.

If you are applying for a role, look at its duties before choosing 
samples. If you are offering a service, choose examples close to the 
outcome a potential client needs. A beautiful but unrelated project 
may say little about whether you can complete the assignment in 
front of them.

Add a short note to each sample. Explain:

 What the task was and who it was for
 Which part you did yourself
 What help, tools or templates you used
 What you checked and improved

The reader needs enough information to understand the work. They 
do not need an account of every click.
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For the fictional workshop notice, an honest description might read: 
“Independent practice project for a made-up event. I wrote the brief, 
designed the notice and moved the time to a clearer position after a 
reader had difficulty finding it. I checked the final version at its 
intended screen size.” This note explains the practice work without 
claiming a paying client or improved business results.

Say what the sample really shows

You can explain that a design was intended to make registration 
clearer. You cannot claim it increased registrations if no real event 
took place and no such result was measured. You can show that you 
corrected formula errors found in a test. You cannot infer that the 
spreadsheet saved a business money unless there is evidence.

Use the same care with labels. A course exercise, independent 
sample, collaborative project and paid assignment are different 
kinds of work. Identify which one the reader is seeing. If you 
adapted a template, say what you changed. If you worked with 
others, describe your part instead of claiming the whole result.

A certificate can sit alongside these samples when relevant. Check 
what it actually certifies. Attendance, completion, passing an 
assessment and a recognised professional qualification have 
different meanings. Use the issuer's accurate description rather than 
upgrading the claim in your profile.

Avoid lists of skills that extend beyond what you can discuss and 
demonstrate. A shorter list with credible evidence is more useful 
than an impressive list that breaks down under a simple question.

Get permission before sharing work

Client and employer work may be confidential even if you created 
it. Ask before making it public, and follow any conditions attached 
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to permission. Removing a logo does not necessarily remove the 
need to protect the information.

When permission is unavailable, consider building a fresh sample 
with invented material that demonstrates the same general skill. Do 
not copy a confidential structure, dataset or strategy into the 
replacement. Use a public or fictional problem you can explain 
independently.

Check the rights and licences for images, fonts, templates, datasets 
and other components. Keep the relevant credit or licence record. A 
resource being easy to download does not establish that you can use 
it in every portfolio or commercial project.

Before sharing, inspect the file itself. Comments, hidden sheets, 
document properties, revision history and filenames can reveal 
information that is not obvious on the main page. Review access 
permissions as well. A recipient should be able to open the intended 
sample without gaining access to unrelated material.
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Make your samples easy to open

Give files clear names and show the reader which samples to open. 
A reader should not need to create an unnecessary account, request 
access repeatedly or guess which version is current. Before sending 
a link, check that the intended recipient can open it.

Keep mobile use and slow connections in mind. Large files can 
make a strong sample difficult to review. Provide a clear preview 
where practical, while preserving an appropriate way to inspect the 
real work. Do not sacrifice legibility merely to make a file smaller.

Ask a reviewer what the portfolio appears to prove. Their answer 
can expose a misleading impression you did not intend. Perhaps 
they think a practice sample was paid work, or cannot tell which 
part you produced. Revise the presentation until the meaning is 
clear.

As you improve, replace weak or irrelevant samples rather than 
endlessly adding to the collection. A portfolio is a selection for a 
purpose. It can change when your target work changes, while your 
account of what you did remains accurate.
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Part 3

Finding and sustaining work

Still Life with Wild Flowers

Explore jobs, freelance assignments or a small business, then use 
feedback to guide your next move.
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Chapter 7

Look for the right job
Imagine a learner sending the same application to every remote 
vacancy that appears. Some roles require specialist experience, 
some require working hours the learner cannot keep, and some do 
not allow applicants in the learner's country. The number of 
applications rises, but the responses reveal very little.

Which opportunities are genuinely suitable? What evidence will 
help an employer judge the application? What can a rejection 
reasonably tell you?

A selective approach gives you a better chance to answer those 
questions. It also protects time that you still need for learning and 
other responsibilities.

Check the job before applying

Read the full advertisement and verify the employer through its 
official channels. Check location restrictions, required hours, 
contract type and the stated selection process. “Remote” may still 
mean remote within a particular country or time zone.

Find out which requirements are essential. Do not invent a 
qualification to pass an initial screen. If you lack a preferred skill 
but meet the core requirements, your relevant work may still be 
worth presenting. A short course cannot replace a required licence 
or permission to work in the relevant country or role.

Treat requests for money or sensitive information cautiously. Verify 
an unexpected recruiter independently, using contact details 
obtained from an official source. Do not rely solely on a link or 
phone number in the message you are checking.
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The FTC's job-scam guidance warns about offers that ask applicants 
to pay for the promise of a job and schemes involving a cheque 
followed by instructions to send money elsewhere. An apparently 
cleared cheque does not make such an arrangement safe. Read the 
source for the United States reporting routes; use the appropriate 
official route in your own country. [6]

A verified employer may need identity documents or payroll details 
at the appropriate hiring stage, through secure channels. The 
important questions are whether the employer and process are 
verified, whether the information is necessary at that stage, and 
whether the way of sharing it is appropriate. Never send passwords 
or account access to prove your interest in a job.

Show the experience that matters

Tailor the application by selecting accurate evidence, not by 
inventing a better history. Read the duties and identify the strongest 
matching examples from your experience or portfolio. Explain the 
connection in ordinary language.

If the role involves preparing reports, a checked report sample is 
relevant. If it involves customer communication, a suitable writing 
sample and an accurate account of related experience may help. 
Mention tools in the context of work you can perform with them.

Follow the requested format, file type and length. Answer the 
question asked. A long cover letter that ignores an essential 
instruction can make a relevant applicant harder to assess. Test links 
and proofread names, dates and attachments before submitting.

When describing a career break, provide the amount of explanation 
appropriate to the application. You do not need to volunteer 
unrelated sensitive details. Focus on relevant experience, current 
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readiness and any practical information the employer needs. Keep 
all stated dates and responsibilities accurate.

Prepare for the interview

For an interview, choose a few examples you can explain clearly. 
Describe the task, what you did, a difficulty you encountered and 
how you checked the result. If the example comes from a practice 
project, say so. A thoughtful account of a small project is more 
useful than an invented account of managing a major client.

Practise answering follow-up questions. Why did you choose that 
method? What would change if the data were incomplete? What 
help did you receive? An interviewer may want to understand your 
judgment as much as the final file.

An interview is also a chance to understand the job. You can ask:

 What will I do in a normal week?
 Who will check my work and help me learn?
 What equipment and training are provided?
 How will you judge whether I am doing the job well?

For remote work, also check the required hours and how quickly 
you are expected to reply.

If a test assignment is requested, understand its scope, deadline and 
terms before starting. A short, clearly defined exercise can help both 
sides assess fit. Be cautious if you are asked to produce a large 
amount of work the employer could use without clear terms. Ask 
whether the task is paid and how it will be used. You can decline an 
unreasonable request without making an accusation.
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Learn from the responses

Keep a simple record of suitable roles, submission dates, follow-ups 
and outcomes. Follow the employer's instructions about contact. 
Where appropriate, a brief, respectful follow-up can confirm your 
interest. Avoid repeated messages, and recognise that the employer 
may not reply.

A rejection rarely tells you everything about the decision. There 
may have been a stronger candidate, a change in budget or a 
requirement you did not meet. Do not turn silence into proof that 
you are incapable, or assume the employer acted unfairly without 
evidence.

Look for patterns you can actually observe. If applications are not 
reaching interviews, check which jobs you chose and how you 
presented your experience. If interviews repeatedly expose the same 
technical gap, practise that area. If you receive specific feedback, 
compare it with your work before changing your entire plan.

Keep applying at a manageable pace while improving the skills and 
samples those jobs need. Applications are part of the work of 
finding a job. They should inform your learning rather than become 
a reason to collect unrelated certificates indefinitely.
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Chapter 8

Take on freelance work
Imagine a potential client asking, “Can you manage all my online 
content?” A new freelancer is eager to accept. Yet the phrase could 
mean writing, design, video, publishing, customer replies or 
advertising. It could also imply availability every day.

What exactly is being requested? What can you do well enough 
now? Which conditions must be agreed before work begins?

A clear, limited offer gives both sides something they can assess. It 
reduces the chance of discovering halfway through that they 
imagined different jobs.

Be clear about the service

Describe the outcome, the material you need from the client and 
what you will deliver. For example, a service might cover editing 
five supplied product descriptions for clarity and consistency. It 
might exclude research, photography, translation and publication. 
The right boundary depends on your current skills and the client's 
need.

Ask questions before quoting. How many items are involved? What 
state are the source files in? Who approves the work? Is the deadline 
fixed for a particular reason? Are there relevant brand, legal or 
accessibility requirements? Unknowns can affect both effort and 
responsibility.

If a part of the assignment needs skills you do not yet have, say so. 
You may be able to agree a smaller scope or recommend that the 
client obtain specialist help. Do not treat the client's urgency as 
permission to claim skills you have not developed.
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Explain your offer through a relevant sample. A potential client 
should be able to see the kind of work you mean without being 
promised an outcome outside your control. You can offer careful 
editing; you cannot guarantee that edited descriptions will produce a 
particular level of sales.

Agree on the work and payment

Write down the terms so you and the client can check that you 
agree. Include:

 What you will deliver and when
 The fee, currency and payment dates
 How many revisions the fee covers
 What the client needs to provide
 What happens if either side cancels
 Who owns the finished work and who has permission to use it, 

where relevant

Get qualified advice if the contract or risks are beyond what you 
understand.

Explain what happens if the brief changes. Adding another page or a 
new audience can mean more work. Agree the change before 
performing it. A polite request is still a change when it adds to the 
agreed scope.

Agree when the client will review the work. An early check can 
save you from making large changes later. Explain what feedback 
you need at each stage and when you need it to stay on schedule. If 
missing information causes a delay, tell the client promptly and 
discuss the deadline.

For a first client, use a verified communication and payment 
arrangement suitable for your location. Check the current terms and 
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fees of any platform you use. Do not misstate your location, share 
your account or move outside required procedures to obtain work.

Work out what you will keep

A project fee is not the same as personal income. Consider direct 
expenses, platform or payment charges where applicable, taxes, and 
the time spent understanding the brief, communicating and revising. 
Also recognise that looking for work uses time even when it 
produces no invoice.

Here is a made-up example in Pakistani rupees:

 The project pays PKR 12,000.
 Direct project expenses are PKR 1,000.
 Platform and payment charges total PKR 1,200.
 You have PKR 9,800 left before tax and other business running 

costs.

If the assignment takes fourteen hours in total, that works out to 
PKR 700 per hour before those other costs. These amounts are not 
suggested prices or a prediction of what a beginner will earn.

The calculation can change quickly. If unplanned revisions bring the 
time to twenty hours, the same PKR 9,800 amounts to PKR 490 per 
hour before those other costs. If payment is delayed, money 
invoiced is not yet money available for household expenses.

Use your own records to estimate future work more carefully. You 
may decide to narrow the service, improve your method, change the 
price or stop offering a task that consistently costs too much to 
deliver. A published hourly rate does not mean you can charge a 
client for every hour you work.
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Do the small things reliably

Respond within the availability you have agreed. Ask when 
instructions conflict. Check the file before delivery and make the 
handover easy to understand. These actions do not guarantee repeat 
work, but they help the client see what it is like to work with you.

If you make an error, identify it and propose a suitable correction. 
Avoid hiding it behind technical language or promising 
compensation you have not considered. A calm, accurate 
explanation gives the client a basis for deciding what happens next.

After a completed assignment, you can ask for feedback and, when 
appropriate, permission to show the work or quote a genuine 
comment. Obtain that permission before publishing. Do not turn a 
private thank-you into a public testimonial without agreement.

A first payment is a useful start. Before taking on more work, check 
whether customers continue to need the service, you can deliver it 
reliably, costs remain manageable and clients pay as agreed.
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Chapter 9

Try a small business
Imagine a learner who has become comfortable producing simple 
websites and wants to start a business. A name, logo and social 
profile can be prepared quickly. Yet an important question remains: 
which customers have a problem this business can solve well 
enough for them to pay?

A business needs a way to find customers, deliver the service and 
meet its obligations over time. Technical skill is part of that 
arrangement. The rest needs investigation too.

Find a customer need

Choose a group you can understand and reach appropriately. That 
might be local service businesses needing clear information pages, 
or small organisations needing help maintaining non-sensitive 
records. Avoid beginning with “everyone who needs digital 
services.” A broad audience makes the offer difficult to test.

Talk with potential customers about their current work. What takes 
too long? What repeatedly goes wrong? What do they do now? Who 
decides whether to buy help? Listen before explaining your idea. 
Questions that invite praise for your proposed business may produce 
encouragement without useful evidence of demand.

Someone showing interest is different from an order. A person may 
like the idea while lacking the budget, authority or immediate need 
to buy. Record what you actually learned. Do not describe a friendly 
conversation as a confirmed customer.

Look at existing ways of solving the problem, including doing it 
internally or leaving it unresolved. You do not need to attack 
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competitors to explain your offer. You need to understand why a 
customer might choose your service and whether you can keep 
providing that benefit.

Try a small version first

A trial service can help you understand demand and delivery, 
provided its terms are clear. Agree what the trial includes, whether it 
costs anything, what each side will do and when you will review it. 
Explain when an offer is introductory and what, if anything, 
happens afterward. Do not make a free trial turn into an unexpected 
recurring charge.

Keep the trial small enough that you can afford the time and money 
involved, even if it does not succeed. You may not need a large 
software subscription, expensive branding or a broad catalogue 
before testing a single useful service. Use tools that meet the real 
requirements, including security and permitted commercial use.

If the business involves regulated work, goods, customer data or 
particular premises, check the relevant local requirements before 
operating. A small scale does not automatically remove obligations. 
Seek qualified advice when you cannot establish what applies.

Use the trial to answer practical questions:

 Can you get the information or materials you need?
 Can you complete the work to the agreed standard?
 Does the customer understand what is included?
 Can the price cover the costs, and will customers consider paying 

it?

An answer may point to a small change in the service. It does not 
always mean you need to abandon the idea.
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Keep track of the money

Separate sales, costs and cash received in your records. A business 
can appear busy while collecting too little cash to meet its 
obligations. A large order can create costs before the customer pays.

Work out which costs change with each job and which you must pay 
even when there is little work. Direct project costs may rise with 
each order. Some software, equipment or administrative costs 
continue even in a quiet month. Include a realistic allowance for the 
work of finding customers and managing the business.

Here is a made-up example using simple currency units. Each 
completed job leaves 2,000 after its direct costs. The business has 
fixed costs of 10,000 a month, meaning costs that stay the same for 
this example. Five completed and paid jobs in that month would 
leave 5 × 2,000 = 10,000, enough to cover those fixed costs.

That sum does not include the owner's pay, tax or any cost left out 
of the example. It also does not show whether five customers are 
available. When doing your own sums, state which costs you have 
included.

Keep clear records of business costs and household expenses so you 
can tell which is which. Be cautious about expanding because of one 
unusually good month. Review whether work and payment have 
repeated under conditions you can sustain.

Check before taking on more

Growth can introduce new problems. More customers may mean 
slower replies, more revisions or a need for help. A new service may 
require skills or permissions the existing offer did not need. 
Estimate those consequences before promising additional capacity.
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If someone else helps, agree what they will do, how they will be 
paid, what information must stay private and who will own the 
work. Do not assume a friend will remain available whenever 
business becomes busy. Avoid passing a client's confidential 
material to a helper without the required permission.

Use feedback to improve the service, while distinguishing a 
recurring issue from one customer's preference. Several customers 
struggling to provide the same input may indicate that your 
instructions need work. If a customer asks for work outside your 
service, you may need to decline it or agree a separate price.

A business can remain small by choice. It can also be paused or 
closed when it no longer makes sense, with proper attention to 
customers and outstanding obligations. The useful question is 
whether the arrangement serves a real need and can be managed 
responsibly, rather than whether it looks impressive from the 
outside.



Begin for Yourself

45

Chapter 10

Decide on your next step
Imagine a learner who has finished a course, made two samples and 
applied for suitable work without receiving an offer. There are 
several possible next moves: improve a sample, seek feedback, learn 
a missing skill, approach a different kind of employer, or pause 
while dealing with a practical problem.

What have you learned that could help you choose? What is still 
unknown? What will the next attempt help you find out?

These questions are more useful than deciding that the entire effort 
has either succeeded or failed.

Find where the problem starts

A problem with access is different from a problem with 
understanding. If your computer cannot run the required software, 
watching the lesson again may not help. If you can follow the lesson 
but cannot complete a new task, you may need more independent 
practice. If the work is good but poorly explained, the presentation 
needs attention.

Look at the point where progress stops:

 Do you understand the instructions?
 Are you making the same mistake repeatedly?
 Do the jobs require something you do not yet have?
 Does a client understand your offer but need a different price or 

deadline?

Work on the problem you can identify. You may need more 
information before deciding what to change.
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Ask for feedback from someone able to assess the relevant part. A 
friend can tell you whether a notice is understandable. A specialist 
may be needed to judge a technical design. Respect the reviewer's 
time by showing a specific piece of work and asking a focused 
question.

Evaluate advice rather than accepting or rejecting it as a whole. Ask 
what observation supports it. If someone says the sample is weak, 
request an example of what needs improvement. If the comment is 
only a personal preference, decide whether that preference matters 
for your audience.

Try one useful change

Choose a change that addresses the observed problem. If your 
application does not explain a relevant project, rewrite that section 
and obtain a review. If a calculation repeatedly fails on missing data, 
practise that condition. If live classes clash with your shifts, look for 
a format you can use at a better time.

Changing several things at once may be necessary, but it makes the 
result harder to interpret. Where practical, keep enough of the 
situation stable to learn what the adjustment did. Decide when 
enough work will be done to judge the change, rather than checking 
constantly.

Record the result in plain terms. “The reviewer could now identify 
my contribution” is useful evidence. “Everything is improving” is 
hard to act on. Improving a sample is progress, even if you still need 
to find a job.

Consider the limits of the evidence. A small number of applications 
cannot describe an entire labour market. One satisfied client cannot 
establish stable demand. Several similar comments deserve 
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attention, but they may still come from a narrow group. Keep 
learning without making each event carry more meaning than it can.

Decide whether to pause or change

Persistence has costs as well as benefits. A route may require 
resources you do not have, offer too few suitable opportunities, or 
involve work you discover you do not want to do. Continuing only 
because you already paid for a course can add to the cost without 
improving the decision.

Ask what remains useful from the effort. You may have gained a 
transferable skill, a clearer understanding of your preferences or a 
sample you have permission to adapt for another purpose. A change 
in direction does not erase that work.

If you pause, leave a short record of where you stopped, what you 
can currently do and what would make restarting sensible. Settle or 
renegotiate any commitments to other people. Tell a client or 
collaborator promptly if your availability changes. A personal 
learning pause and an unfulfilled promise to someone else require 
different handling.

Do not mistake an unavoidable interruption for a character flaw. 
Health, care responsibilities and changes in income can alter a plan. 
Decide what can reasonably continue, what needs help and what 
must wait. You may be able to take a smaller step, or you may need 
to stop for now.

Keep the work manageable

When you start getting work, check whether it still fits your life. Are 
you meeting the standard without unsustainable hours? Are 
payments reliable? Is the learning still useful? Have your 
responsibilities changed?
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Use new training to solve a real gap or prepare for a next step you 
have thought through. Another course may be helpful, but it should 
not automatically replace the practice, feedback or customer 
conversations you now need. Keep evidence of what you can do and 
update it as your work improves.

Leave room for interests that do not need to become income. 
Learning for curiosity, personal use or community participation can 
be worthwhile on its own terms. If earning is the goal, keep 
checking the costs and income. If it is not, avoid judging every 
activity by its market value.

You now have a way to choose a direction, examine an offer, 
practise, show your work and learn from a response. Use it on the 
next decision in front of you. Write down the task, the information 
you need and the first action you can responsibly take. Begin there, 
and let the work give you better questions.
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A page for your next decision
Use these prompts in a notebook or a separate document. Give short, 
specific answers. An unanswered question is useful when you know 
how to investigate it.

The work I want to try

What task do I want to complete, and who would use the result? 
What do I already know how to do? Which important requirement 
have I checked with a relevant source?

The learning I need

What specific gap will the course or other learning method address? 
What will I practise independently? Who or what can help me 
recognise an error?

The commitment I can make

What are the full known costs, including recurring expenses? When 
can I use the required equipment? Whose agreement is needed for 
shared resources or responsibilities? What important cost or 
condition remains unknown?

The sample I will finish

What is the brief? What is included in the first version? How will I 
check it? What evidence will I keep, and what information must 
remain private?
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The work I will look for

Am I preparing for employment, supervised training, freelance work 
or a small business test? What makes the opportunity suitable? What 
verified channel will I use, and what evidence will I present?

When I will review my progress

After which completed activity or reasonable period will I examine 
the result? What observation would support continuing? What 
would suggest a change or a pause? What obligations must I still 
meet if I change the plan?

You do not need to answer every question before taking a harmless 
first practice step. Resolve the questions that affect money, safety, 
other people's information and commitments before acting on those 
parts of the plan.
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Sources and further reading
The following official publications support the points marked in the text. They 
were checked on 6 October 2026. Requirements and web pages can change. 
Follow the links to the current material and read country-specific guidance in 
its own context.

1 Endorsements and exceptional results
Federal Trade Commission, United States. The FTC's Endorsement Guides: 
What People Are Asking. Staff guidance discussing honest endorsements, 
relevant connections and claims based on exceptional results. This is a United 
States reference, not a statement that its rules apply to every reader or 
transaction.

The FTC endorsement guidance

2 Deceptive marketing in Pakistan
Competition Commission of Pakistan. FAQs under the Competition Act 2010, 
particularly the discussion of deceptive marketing under Section 10; and 
Guidelines on Deceptive Marketing Practices, 3 April 2023. These sources 
address claims, omissions, substantiation and endorsements in the Pakistani 
context. They are not findings about any provider mentioned in a reader's own 
research.

CCP frequently asked questions

CCP guidelines on deceptive marketing practices

3 Choosing training
Federal Trade Commission, United States. Choosing a Vocational School or 
Certificate Program, May 2021. Consumer questions about training, costs, 
written terms and reported outcomes. The discussion of accreditation, 
licensing, funding and reporting routes is specific to the United States.

FTC guidance on choosing training

https://consumer.ftc.gov/articles/choosing-vocational-school-or-certificate-program
https://cc.gov.pk/assets/images/guidlines/deceptive_marketing_guidelines_03_april%202023.pdf
https://cc.gov.pk/home/func_faqs
https://www.ftc.gov/business-guidance/resources/ftcs-endorsement-guides-what-people-are-asking


Begin for Yourself

52

4 Skills and lifelong learning
International Labour Organization. Lifelong learning and skills for the future, 
World of Work Series, May 2026. Research on learning, skill combinations 
and the conditions that support useful training. The findings describe wider 
patterns and do not predict an individual learner's outcome.

ILO report on lifelong learning

5 Generative AI and work
International Labour Organization. Generative AI and jobs: A 2025 update, 20 
May 2025. Research estimating which work tasks generative AI could affect. 
It does not count actual job losses or promise work in AI.

ILO research on generative AI and jobs

6 Checking job offers
Federal Trade Commission, United States. Job Scams. Consumer guidance on 
fraudulent job offers and common requests for money. Its reporting 
information concerns the United States; readers elsewhere should identify the 
relevant official local channels.

FTC guidance on job scams

https://consumer.ftc.gov/articles/job-scams
https://www.ilo.org/publications/generative-ai-and-jobs-2025-update
https://lab.ilo.org/world-work-series/lifelong-learning-and-skills-future
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A Practical Guide to Learning Skills and Finding Work
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Original English edition
October 2026
© 2026 Aneel Shahzad

What this book covers

This book offers general guidance for readers in different countries, including 
Pakistan. Entry requirements, employment rules, professional licensing, taxes, 
platform terms and consumer protections vary. Check the current 
requirements that apply to your situation. The official sources at the end 
support specific points; they do not endorse this book or establish the quality 
of any course.

Guidance from the United States Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and the 
Competition Commission of Pakistan is identified separately. The book does 
not assume that a United States rule applies in Pakistan, or that every training 
course is subject to the same rules.
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freelance work or a small business. It considers the benefits 
alongside the time, costs and uncertainties.

Using made-up examples and practical questions, Aneel Shahzad 
helps readers choose their next step and adjust their plans as they 
learn.
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