Syllabus for COMP130, Introduction to Computing

Spring 2026
Dickinson College
Instructors: John MacCormick and Matt Ferland
Learning goals

· understand elementary concepts of computer programming (including recursion, dictionaries, libraries and objects) and software development (including testing and debugging) 
· use scientific reasoning to evaluate hypotheses about computer program outputs
· gain an appreciation of the social, legal and ethical issues raised by computing and computing for the greater good
· [college-wide quantitative reasoning goal] comprehend and create basic numerical and/or logical arguments. (For COMP 130, this means that students will use abstraction and logical thinking as problem-solving techniques.)
· [college-wide laboratory science goal] develop the ability to use scientific methods as a way of understanding the world 
· [college-wide laboratory science goal] gain knowledge of content and principles within the natural sciences 
· [college-wide laboratory science goal] develop the ability to critically evaluate claims from a scientific perspective
Classroom Culture and Fairness
Everyone in the course belongs equally to our classroom community. The instructor aims to create an atmosphere where everyone feels a sense of belonging and feels free to ask questions.

Teaching methods

· Required reading in advance of most lectures
· Lectures and class discussions
· Laboratory sessions for in-depth investigations and practice (instructor: Prof Matt Ferland)
· Homework and exams to reinforce understanding of concepts
When and where

· Lectures: Monday, Wednesday, and Friday 10:30–11:20am in Tome 115
· Labs: Wednesday or Friday 3:00-5:00pm in Tome 118 (instructor: Prof Matt Ferland)
· Office hours: 
· For John MacCormick see the instructor's office hour webpage.
· For Matt Ferland: Wednesdays and Thursdays 1:30 – 2:45

Books

The required textbook is available for free as an electronic resource:
· Think Python, 3rd edition (2024), by Allen B. Downey, Green Tree Press. A complete PDF is available from the course web pages.

Printed copies may be purchased if desired. The printed version is published by O'Reilly Media; 3rd edition (2024), ISBN 1098155432.

Assessment and grading

· Final grade will comprise:
	Homework assignments (about 11 x 0.9% each)
	10%

	Lab assignments (about 9 x 2.2% each)
	20%

	Written in-class exams (2 x 12.5% each)
	25%

	Lab exams (2 x 10% each)
	20%

	Final written exam
	25%


· Homework assignments: There will be approximately 11 homework assignments, due at the start of class on the dates specified on the class schedule. All homework assignments must be submitted in hard copy. Handwritten solutions are acceptable. Only a random subset of homework questions will be graded for correctness; the remainder of questions will be graded on completeness only. The weighting of homework assignments is not equal. The weight of a homework assignment will be proportional to the total number of points of the questions graded on that assignment, plus a completeness component. In all cases, it is the responsibility of the student to consult the provided solutions and understand the correct approach to every question, whether or not it was graded.
· Lab assignments: There will be approximately 10 lab assignments. The weekly two-hour lab section is devoted to these. Each student is expected to bring a device for coding; it must be a Windows, MacOS, or Linux device. If your only device is a tablet running Android or iOS, notify the instructors and we will find a solution. Students often finish a lab assignment during the lab period, but it is also common to complete unfinished portions of the assignment outside of the lab period. Lab assignments are usually due at the start of the next lab period. Labs are usually completed in pairs assigned by the instructor. If a student is unable to attend lab, they will usually be asked to complete the assignment on their own. In this case, it is strongly recommended to meet with the instructor.
· [bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Written in-class exams: There will be two 50-minute written exams, taking place in class on Friday, February 27 and Wednesday, April 15. These will be handwritten in-class exams. Written exams will be “closed book with note page” meaning that you cannot consult any materials except for one page of handwritten notes. The course webpages provide detailed exam rules and instructions.
· Lab exams:  There will be two 120-minute lab exams, taking class during the lab period on March 4th or 6th and April 22nd or April 24th (depending on whether you are registered for the Wednesday or Friday lab period).
· Final written exam: The final exam will be on Thursday, May 7 from 9:00am-12:00pm. Exam conditions are similar to the written in-class exams: closed book except for two pages of handwritten notes.
· Final scores will be converted to grades according to the following thresholds (or possibly more generous thresholds): 93%=A; 90%=A-; 87%=B+; 83%=B; ...; 60%=D-.

What will be on the exam?
Any material covered in any lecture, reading, lab, or homework assignment is eligible to appear in the written exams. In practice, a strong majority of exam questions will be similar to a homework question, an example done in class, or other assigned practice questions.
Amount of work
College policy recommends approximately 3 hours of independent work for every hour of class time. Our class meets for 2.5 hours of lectures and 2 hours of lab per week. Therefore, based on the lecture times alone, you should expect to spend 7-9 hours per week (outside of class time) on this course. Completing labs may typically require another 1-2 hours per week outside of class time.
Plagiarism, copying, collaborating, and AI
The College's standard policies on plagiarism and AI apply and you should be familiar with them, but here are some key points that apply particularly to this course:
· All work must be your own. Exception: Some assignments will be completed in teams.
· Never copy work from another person or AI assistant, and don’t allow your own work to be copied. Exception: In some computer programming tasks, it is permissible to copy fragments of source code from an AI assistant, provided it is clearly acknowledged. When this exception applies, it will be clearly stated in assignment instructions.
· You may not copy or consult [deleted 1/21/2026] assignment solutions from any source, including online repositories, AI assistants, or solutions provided for previous instances of the course. Exception: after submitting a given homework assignment, you may consult the solutions to that assignment provided for this instance of the course, after they have been posted to Moodle.
· If you use exact words or code taken from any source, you must use quotation marks (or similar indicators in code) and cite the source. Note that this applies to material generated by AI assistants, such as online chatbots.
· If you use ideas from any source without using the exact words or code of the source, you must cite the source. Note that this applies to material generated by AI assistants, such as online chatbots.
· Students are encouraged to help each other understand concepts, including concepts that apply to homework and lab assignments. Students are also encouraged to employ AI assistance to improve understanding of concepts, homework questions, and lab assignments. However, all submitted work must still be your own. So, if you discuss a problem with any person or generative AI assistant, you must destroy any written or electronic material that results from the discussion and re-create it later, on your own. Exception: If an assignment contains specific instructions that AI may or should be used, then those specific instructions override the above regulations [added 1/21/2026].
· Be especially careful not to copy computer code from another student, from the Internet, or from an AI assistant (unless an assignment question specifically states that it is permitted—and even then, state the origin of any copied code clearly using a comment in your source code). Sharing or copying computer code is easy and often tempting, but it is not permitted and will suffer the same penalties as any other form of cheating.
· All submitted work must employ only techniques that have been taught in the course. Most computer science tasks can be solved via multiple techniques, but a student will receive no credit for a correct solution that employs techniques or material that has not been taught in the course. Exception: Some assignments may explicitly state that techniques external to the course are permitted.
· If you have ethical or privacy concerns with using AI tools, please consult with the instructor, as it is usually possible to find satisfactory alternative approaches [added 1/21/2026].
Accommodations
The instructor will follow college policy on Accommodating Students with Disabilities.

Late Work Policy 
Each student is permitted a total of four no-penalty days of lateness for submitted work over the entire semester; every subsequent day of lateness incurs up to a 25% penalty for the late assignment. Late days can be used only in whole day units. Accounting for late days is mostly via an honor system: students should keep count of their late day usage. To use one or more late days on a given assignment, state clearly at the start of your submission how many days you are using, and the total used so far in the semester.

Recording and posting of class content
Typically, class meetings will not be recorded. If a class meeting is recorded, the content will be made available only to members of the class. Do not share or repost class recordings or other content; doing so would be a breach of Dickinson’s Community Standards. Classes may also be recorded for accommodation purposes.

QR Center
Dickinson College provides additional support for students taking courses with quantitative content across the curriculum through the Quantitative Reasoning (QR) Center. For the Spring 2026 semester, the QR Center will offer in-person, appointment-based tutoring for COMP 130, in addition to general quantitative support (e.g., learning Microsoft Excel and other software packages). We strongly recommend making an appointment. The QR Center is also offering remote tutoring to any student who may need it this semester. 

Click here to make an appointment on WCONLINE. Then, access the drop-down menu under "limit to" at the top of the scheduler and select COMP 130, or the area of generalized QR support that you need. This will restrict the tutor list and schedule to only those tutors who can help with your need. When you make your appointment, please also paste or upload your assignment with any work that you have done (if applicable).:
Help Room
Every day, other than Friday and Saturday, TOME 118 acts as an evening help room that will be available from 8pm to 11pm. This is a room where you can drop in to get assistance with material from this course. For more up to date information, please check here.
