Your First Computer Science Class
Description
If you are an Engineering Major at Virginia Tech you will learn the basics of computer
programming. Your second semester Engineering Education class (Enge 1114) will cover
programming in Matlab for the last third of the semester. When I was in Enge 1114 the majority
of students did not like programming and they struggled with it. Engineers can also take CS
1044 as an elective, CS 1044 covers the programming language C++ and will teach you much
more about programming. I’m here to tell you that programming can be fun, it may not always
be easy, but it is a powerful addition to any engineer’s toolbox.
You need to realize the computer is dumb it will only carry out the instructions that the
programmer feeds into it. There is an old programming joke that details how you must think as a
programmer. “A woman asks her husband, a programmer, to go shopping: Dear, please, go to
the nearby grocery store to buy some bread. Also, if they have eggs, buy 6. O.K., hun. Twenty
minutes later the husband comes back bringing 6 loaves of bread. His wife is flabbergasted:
Dear, why on earth did you buy 6 loaves of bread? They had eggs.” Programming is very literal,
the computer will always do exactly what you tell it to do. The computer complies code written in
a specific syntax that is unique to that programming language. The nice thing about
programming is that when you learn how logically think through how to code a program then you
can write the program in any programming language as long as you know the syntax. You do
not have to have all the syntax memorized, programmers are constantly referring back to books
and API references.
Learning programming is hard to some people, you should take time before your classes
begin and read online tutorials or even some books. A good website to learn the basics of
programming is http://docs.oracle.com/javase/tutorial/java/index.html. A good book to start with
is Bruce Eckel’s Thinking in Java. These two documents will get any incoming student a solid
base in programming as long as they put the effort in.

Glossary
CS Lounge  A room located in 106 McBryde. TAs for your class will hold office hours here and
assist you with projects or questions. You will have to swipe your Hokie Passport to enter so do
not forget it.
Hokie SPA  An online hub where a student can manage financial and academic information.
Moodle  A website used by many in the Computer Science department to replace Scholar.
Moodle is the place to go when you need to get quick help because of the help forum many
professors set up for their classes.

Time table of classes  A webpage that will display the time a class meets and the class code
you can use to sign up for the class with on Hokie SPA.
WebCAT  Projects and labs are submitted to WebCAT either online or in your development
environment. WebCAT will run your code and compare your output with expected output, it’s
very important you follow your professor’s instructions when naming things in your program
because your grade will be extremely low if you don’t due to the webCAT not being able to
compare your output.

Steps
1. Sign up for the CS course(s) that interest you by going to Hokie SPA and using the Timetable
of Classes link. You should try to sign up early so that you have a better chance of getting the
class you want. Signing up may take awhile as some class times will conflict with each other
and you will to readjust your schedule as you go.

2. Try to prepare over the summer by reading a programming book or online tutorial. Reading a
Java or C++ book, depending on the class you take, will put you ahead of most people in the
class.
3. Go to class and pay attention. The early concepts you learn are the building blocks for
everything else in programming. If you fall behind early it will be extremely hard for you to catch
up and understand new material.
4. Get help with projects early. The CS professors at VT have taken surveys asking when
students started their project and compared that to the grade they received, there is clear
correlation between starting the project early and earning a better grade. If you’re struggling with
a project do not put it off, go to the TAs in the CS Lounge. Be sure to at least make an attempt at
the project before you go to the CS Lounge though, they are not there to do your project for you.
Remember your projects are submitted to WebCAT and the queue on due dates to submit your
project can be over 5 minutes, don’t miss a deadline by waiting to submit late.

5. Use the moodle forum to get help with your projects. Many professors will open up a help
forum for their class. This forum is frequented by the professor and TAs, usually your questions
will get answered within a day.

6. Be prepared for paper exams. Coding on paper without any help is a lot more difficult than
programming from the comfort of your home. Try to find old exams or ask the professor if there
are old exams to use as a study guide.

