Fall 2009 Student Evaluations
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Note: All student comments are in the document “StudentEval-CommentsFall09.pdf”. This document will only contain my reaction to those comments.
The first set of comments indicates that I should continue trying out “live” examples instead of having all of them pre-made, and that I should continue to have creative class formats, with or without candy.

As always, students note we should have a lab section. I agree, but haven’t been able to convince the schedulers to put this in. The pace does pick up in the course and I try to make students aware of this in the beginning of the course. I also try to make students aware that this course is more difficult than a regular introductory course. The EE’s comment that learning C was irrelevant for his/her major is certainly not true for all EEs. I know people of nearly all majors who have ended up programming; it’s that ubiquitous. Knowing how can be an important job skill. Just spoke to a Lockheed friend of mine who was an EE who works in algorithms and codes in C++ all day. I apologize for the Word docs – I tried to convert them to power points several years ago and just got bored. I just couldn’t do it. I’ll admit that is a true weakness of mine. I rarely make presentations polished; I just like getting the content down.

Each semester students complain about “trick” questions, but I contend that they aren’t trick questions. Rather, I am testing the details of the rules of the language. If you don’t know the difference between one and two equal signs, you’ll have more difficulty debugging, I guarantee it. I person complained about my pass by value/ pass by reference examples with variables a and b. Of course no one should code like that. But, I need to test to see if you know the rules. Also, unfortunately, when you read someone else’s code, sometimes it seems that cryptic. I wish that weren’t the case, but experience has taught me otherwise.

It takes a long time to grade these programs and I need to let students know that this is simply the case.
The last student’s comment in the “least like” section is something I think I’ll always get. First of all, I don’t curve. Next of all, if teachers did what students like that wanted, the excellent students wouldn’t get an opportunity to excel. It’s simply imperative that we give students good training here at UCF. I’d much rather set my A at 85 and B at 70 and ask some tough questions than get rid of those questions and set the A at 90. I want our best students working at Google, not some defense contractor in Orlando. They need to be challenged. End of story. This means average students will get questions they just don’t know how to do.

I do spend as much time on a concept as it takes to explain. Sometimes this means that more difficult concepts get the same amount of time as less difficult ones. I think this is reasonable in a college class, but not a high school class. In college, students are supposed to take extra time to learn the more difficult concepts once the idea has been explained.

I would love to give more homework assignments as one student indicated, but we simply don’t have the grading resources to do so. This is why I provide many resources for students to write programs on their own. All students who write lots of extra programs do well in the course, period.

I know some students don’t like writing code on paper. Nonetheless, it’s a good way to test a combination of things. It’s testing something different than programs on the computer test, which is why both (writing programs on the computer and writing code on paper) are tested.

As for the dictionary, it’s from /usr/dict/words, an utility file on any unix run computer. Obviously I didn’t bother reading the dictionary and I don’t feel that I have to. In the United States, there is freedom of speech to a certain extent, and the community, by posting a dictionary on a common operating system, has decided that this is a reasonable dictionary for adults to use. I don’t think it’s my place to censor documents that others have put together. In fact, many would argue that if teachers censored document selectively, that we have too much power and could subtly influence students in a way we should not. Needless to say, the last time I checked, a dictionary should contain all words instead of just “good” words. I know that this dictionary has many missing words since it only lists 25000 while English has close to a million words, but I simply don’t have the time (nor does a regular C program have the memory) to store a larger dictionary that I have censored. Note that I would not be politically correct if I were to USE those words he mentioned in class. But, by just posting a dictionary file that has them, I am fairly certain that I am not being politically incorrect. I mentioned this issue to another class of mine and they were surprised that a student was offended. I guess if you get 200 people together, at least one of them will be offended by anything.
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Note: All student comments are in the document “StudentEval-CommentsFall09.pdf”. This document will only contain my reaction to those comments.

Maybe I should keep the quiz format and have more assignment breaking codes.

I tried to make the homework easier this year than any other year. I guess eventually I really need to adjust to having mostly IT students. It’s too bad, because the class would be so much more fun if I knew that the students could code.

I didn’t do a good job with the online material. It was too difficult to keep up. Hopefully I can work on making the lectures and posting them online this summer so I don’t have to do it during the school year.

Yes, Cryptography is basically Number Theory. I should probably make this more clear to my students.

One student complained about doing fast exponentiation. It’s not difficult if you pay attention to the algorithm shown in class. I was specifically testing for this. The reason this student thought it was too much computation was because he was trying to solve it iteratively. The point of the question was to give credit only to those who solved it efficiently, using fast exponentiation.

Yes, I did ask questions on the quizzes that weren’t discussed in class beforehand. I like doing that. If a quiz is on a chapter in a book, and you are responsible for both reading the book and what is said in lecture (which may be different but not contradictory things), then it’s fair game to ask questions from the book which weren’t covered in lecture. This separates the responsible students who read the whole chapter from those who rely on just lectures. That is the intent of those questions.

Yes, I do tangents on random things. I do that because those are pieces of information I think are useful for students to know, even if they aren’t on the syllabus. I think this is what makes college worthwhile. You’ll get different nuggets of wisdom and expertise from Dr. Lobo and I. If you carefully pay attention to these nuggets from all of your professors over a four year period, you’ll have the culmination of at least a thousand years of experience. I think that’s a big deal and that’s a huge bit of what you are paying for. You can get most of the course material by searching online. It’s a bit more difficult to find anecdotes about jobs, projects, students, or math or computer science history.
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Glad that many students liked the project. I intend on keeping this requirement each time I teach this course. Students have by far exceeded my expectations and have gained so much from these projects that they wouldn’t have gained from my standard assignments.

I was late a few days, but not each and every day as the student mentioned. Generally I am late because students are talking to me in my office, or find me while I am walking. In general, I am too nice to shoo someone off to aid me to be on time. I have generally had no trouble getting through all of the course material without using all the class time. In this class, I was able to get through all of it. I intentionally don’t spoon feed in class and WANT students to work out details on their own. You learn better this way. Sometimes honors kids like to be spoon fed and maybe it’s unpopular, but if I can force them to learn things on their own, ultimately I am providing them an important service.

I usually don’t like providing too many code examples in this course. I want students to focus on ideas and want them to implement things on their own, instead of following my examples as they usually do in CS1. I want to wean them off working off my examples. Once again, this isn’t popular, but it’s educationally sound.

Yes, the pace of the class is fast.

One student was frustrated that he/she missed a big question even though he/she understood the topic. I don’t know if there’s much I can do about this. In real life things are cumulative. You have to complete A, B, C, D and E in sequence exactly, or the tool you’re creating WON’T WORK AT ALL. I know students don’t like getting tested where they have to do more than one thing correctly in a row and any mistake negates the rest of the work, but just because they don’t like this doesn’t mean that it doesn’t reflect reality.

I spoke to the one student who wrote the long comment which asked me to supervise the groups more closely and pick a group leader. I had to meet with this whole group at the end to show them why they communicated poorly. Had I fixed a group leader, etc., they would have never learned their lesson on communication in a first-hand experiential manner. I am a big believer in learning through experience and letting students make mistakes. Normally, I don’t sit groups down afterwards to see what they could learn from their experiences. I expect normal human beings to be reflective and figure things out several years down the line. I had a similar group experience where the TA did “pick a leader” and basically didn’t allow us to mediate our own problem. I was robbed of a valuable learning experience. While I understand why that TA did what he did, I think we as students would have learned more if he didn’t intervene. Since I was so concerned that this group would never figure out why the problems they had occurred, I decided that I’d try to sit down with them and aid them in their reflection. 

In general CS students don’t like group projects, and because of this, they shy away from them. Since that is the case, they never get better working with other people and communicating with other people. In the end, we are left with the somewhat correct stereotype that CS students are poor communicators. I don’t think that this has to always be the case. But, the only way students are going to get better at this skill is to practice is many, many times. The more group projects they have, the better they’ll learn how to talk to other students and work with other students. I believe it takes many years to hone these skills and it also takes a set of open-minded students. Some CS students are simply too arrogant to become good group members. I don’t have a solution for that.
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Students liked the hodge-podge of topics. I did too.

We’ll have to do a better job with the project. I know KV really wants an in depth project. I could go either way. I’d be happy with no project and more assignments, or our current setup.

I know that Calc and Diffy Q weren’t prereqs for the course, but we assumed students had Calc and could follow the Diffy Qs. The reason for this was that between the two of us we knew all the students and we wanted to cater the class to them. I think the students who were weak at math had the ability to follow all of KVs work if they took the time outside of class to do it. It was clear that some of these students didn’t want to work quite as hard on this seminar as a regular class. The students who put the time in seemed to have no problem. The students who were weak in programming would have had to spend some serious time outside of class improving their programming skills, but most of these students didn’t really want to do this, I am guessing.
Our (KV and mine) teaching styles and topics were different. I think they gelled together okay, but that we can make serious improvements. My use of the Romeo and Juliet equations was good, because it linked exactly to his work with coupled differential equations. I can probably work towards making more of my material relevant to Diffy Qs. On the other hand, I definitely like some of the stuff that I taught: probability, the Traditional Marriage Algorithm, etc. I think it’s important for students to see the links between the discrete and continuous worlds of mathematics. Very few students really get this. I just love how homogenous second order differential equations are so similar to second order difference equations in the discrete realm. It’s just so cool!!! I remember when I first saw the continuous version in Diffy Q and remembered how it mirrored the discrete version I had learned in high school.

We’ll definitely have to improve how we administer the final project AND the course continuity.
