CSCI 280 Spring 2009 Notes on Homeworks

Here are a few comments about the homework assignments in CS 280.

e Generally the assignments will be fairly challenging. It is often helpful to look at the problems
early; even if you don’t spend a lot of time on them right away, it helps to have the problems
stewing in your head for a few days. Do not try to start the night before it is due.

e When asked to “give an algorithm” for something, you should also provide a proof of cor-
rectness and an analysis of its running time. Unless otherwise specified, when asked for an
“efficient algorithm,” we are looking for an algorithm that runs in polynomial time.

e Youll notice that some of the questions consist mainly of an English description, without
much mathematical notation. This is intentional—part of the point of the problem sets is
to practice formalizing algorithmic problems that are initially described in free text.

You can see examples of this process in the book for the course—the problems considered
are initially described informally, then formalized using mathematical notation. You should
do the same, defining enough notation to be able to express the problem and its solution
carefully, and explaining the meaning of all the notation you use.

e Typically, the clearest way to explain an algorithm is in English, with the use of some
notation. A clear explanation followed by annotated pseudo-code is also fine.

On the other hand, solutions that consist of a long piece of pseudo-code with no accompany-
ing explanation tend to be basically indecipherable by anyone but the author (and usually
indecipherable by the author as well, after a few days pass). Moreover, our experience is
that solutions like this usually turn out to have inaccuracies that render them incorrect. We
reserve the right to deduct a significant number of points for solutions that consist only of
pseudo-code with no explanation, even if they turn out to be correct.

Along these lines, it’s in your interest to write up solutions neatly—this makes it easier to
understand what’s going on in your solution, and to assign partial credit even if it isn’t
completely correct.

e There are a number of problems at the end of the chapters in the book. These represent
a good way to get more practice solving problems related to the material (for example, to
help in studying for the tests). If you do work on any of these problems, I will be happy to
discuss your solutions with you in office hours.

If you want to use a result claimed in one of these end-of-chapter problems as part of the
solution to one of the assigned homework problems for the course, you must include a proof
of this result with your solutions. (L.e. you can’t simply cite the fact that the question was
asked in the book and rely implicitly on the answer. This is, of course, in contrast to the
rest of the text, which you should feel free to cite as part of homework solutions.)

e [ encourage you to work with other students in coming up with ideas for the homework
problems; however, you must write up your solutions completely independently. A good rule
of thumb when working in groups is that no one should leave a with anything written down.




