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Abstract

Proficiency in high-performance computing (HPC) is
today an essential skill for students in any computer
science program. While traditional curricula provide
several courses related to parallel programming, we
are increasingly including parallel computing topics
in our mandatory undergraduate and graduate algo-
rithms classes. We briefly review our recent activities
in this direction and outline future plans. We discuss
the courses being impacted, the choice of curricular
material in our classes, and the evaluation of students
on parallel programming problems. In particular, our
efforts focus on the use of big data problems as moti-
vational tools for initiating students in the area. Our
aim is to teach students not only parallel program-
ming techniques, but also encourage them to think
of and formulate real-life tasks in terms of modules
that can be solved by exploiting parallel algorithms
and multicore computing architectures.
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1 Introduction

The University of Central Florida (UCF) has a large
undergraduate computer science program: more than
75 students enroll in the Design and Analysis of Al-
gorithms class and the enrollment in the Computer
Science II course exceeds 200 students annually. As
these courses are required for successful completion
of the graduate and undergraduate computer science

degrees respectively, we have identified them as suit-
able vehicles for reaching out to the general com-
puter science student community at UCF. We are ac-
tively engaged in teaching these classes in the current
semester, and this short paper describes our ongoing
early adoption efforts.

2 COT 5405: Design And
Analysis Of Algorithms

COT 5405 serves as a first course in graduate algo-
rithms to graduate (and upper-level undergraduate)
students majoring in computer science and computer
engineering. Students arrive in the class with a solid
background of C programming, object-oriented pro-
gramming, data structures, discrete structures, for-
mal languages, undergraduate automata theory and
undergraduate algorithms. Traditionally, the course
has focused on asymptotic complexity, graph algo-
rithms, and greedy, divide and conquer, and dynamic
programming algorithms [4].

Evaluation metrics have so far emphasized the abil-
ity to solve problems by designing new algorithms,
implementing algorithms using object-oriented con-
cepts and analyzing the complexity of given algo-
rithms. The course structure for COT 5405 is quite
dense, and we feel there is no hope of adding new
lectures to the class without removing the existing
lectures on fundamental concepts in the design and
analysis of algorithms. Therefore, we are revamping
three lectures in this class to include parallel program
design and analysis content:



1. The lecture on complexity has been extended to
include discussions on parallel complexity [6]. In
particular, we now introduce the shared-memory
parallel random-access machine (PRAM) model
of computation and various read/write conflicts
with a special focus on the CREW (concurrent
read, exclusive write) concurrent random-access
strategy. The lecture also includes a discussion
on the NC complexity class, and two practical
illustrations of this class of problems – parallel
sorting and parallel matrix multiplication. This
class also places special emphasis on big data
problems that arise when matrices are too large
to be staged in the memory of any single pro-
cessing node. Practical examples such as ma-
chine learning over large data sets are used to
demonstrate the real-world impact of parallel al-
gorithms.

2. Divide and conquer algorithms have tradition-
ally been illustrated using Strassen’s matrix mul-
tiplication algorithm. Parallel matrix multipli-
cation using naive strides and block-by-block
multiplication is presented to understand the
variations in speed-up gained by different paral-
lel algorithms [2]. The increasing focus, in recent
years, on the design of dedicated matrix multi-
plication algorithms for different hardware plat-
forms and the pursuit of parallel hardware accel-
erators is used to emphasize the importance of
parallelization on large numerical data sets.

3. Dynamic programming [3] can be a challeng-
ing algorithmic technique to get across to stu-
dents, mostly due to its non-informative poorly
chosen nomenclature. The Floyd-Warshall algo-
rithm is usually included in a discussion of this
topic. A trivial parallelization of the algorithm
where each node computes an entry of the result
matrix is introduced to the class. Paralleliza-
tion of the Floyd-Warshall algorithm provides an
opportunity to introduce non-numerical, struc-
tured, big data sets to students. The http:

//www.opensecrets.org website, that details
campaign contributions to PACs and individual
candidates, has been used as an example of the

use of big data in the realms of politics, public
administration and advocacy.

The goal of changes made to the COT 5405 class is
to ensure a non-obstructive introduction to parallel
programming in the mandatory graduate algorithms
class. We hope that this will permit MS and PhD
students in computer science, electrical engineering,
physics, mathematics and visiting faculty (who at-
tend COT 5405 lectures) to think about and solve
big data problems using parallel algorithms. We be-
lieve that this course will serve as an gateway and
encourage them to not only enroll in specialized par-
allel programming classes, but also to pursue research
that involves problems that are nearly impossible, or
prohibitively expensive, to solve without recognizing
and exploiting their inherent parallelism.

3 COP 3503: Computer Sci-
ence II

Computer Science II (COP 3503) is a mandatory
class for computer science undergraduates. Students
are expected to arrive with a solid foundation of C
and Java programming and have usually been ex-
posed to the fundamentals of data structures and
discrete mathematics. However, many students lack
sufficient background in formal languages and au-
tomata theory. COP 3503 is a gentle introduction to
undergraduate algorithms and object-oriented imple-
mentations of such algorithms. This is the final core
algorithm-related course in our required undergrad-
uate curriculum and hence an ideal venue for the in-
troduction of certain advanced parallel programming
concepts.

While big data may seem too specialized a topic to
focus on for undergraduate students, we believe that
a significant number of professional and research op-
portunities for our students will demand such skills.
This course provides an excellent opportunity to ini-
tiate students into understanding big data problems
and developing strategies for solving them. We have
been designing a number of lectures to introduce par-
allel programming to students of COP 3503:

1. Introduction to object-oriented programming is

http://www.opensecrets.org
http://www.opensecrets.org


being altered to use the C++ bindings of the
MPI (Message Passing Interface) standard [5].
Concepts such as namespaces, and virtual func-
tions will be introduced using the MPI communi-
cator, and the send/receive paradigm. Object-
oriented programming concepts such as excep-
tion handling and public/private attributes will
be discussed in the context of MPI’s C++ bind-
ings. Students will also be introduced to large
data sets that cannot be placed on a single node
and will be required to exchange data between
nodes using the MPI extensions of the object-
oriented language to facilitate simple computa-
tions such as computing the average of a large
(about 100 MB) list of numbers.

2. COP 3503 does not include topics in formal lan-
guages or automata theory, so it is not feasi-
ble to introduce the PRAM model at this stage
or discuss the NC complexity class. Instead,
hands-on object-oriented programming using the
MPI standard will be used to implement sim-
ple parallel algorithms such as parallel search.
Experimental observations regarding the num-
ber of processors and the time taken to solve
the problem will be used to motivate a discus-
sion on the class of problems that can be effec-
tively parallelized. Other straightforward prob-
lems like computing the sum of a list of numbers
will be used to demonstrate the need for high-
performance computing in manipulating large
data sets.

3. Sorting algorithms are a primary topic of dis-
cussion in this class. Using a rudimentary un-
derstanding of MPI, we will parallelize sorting
algorithms and study the need for read/write
synchronization among multiple processes. The
goal will be to explain the CREW model to stu-
dents using a practical example. By sorting mas-
sive lists of numbers, the students will gain first-
hand experience and confidence in manipulating
big data sets.

We believe that this hands-on OO-programming
approach can be used to sneak MPI and parallel
programming into the COP 3503 curriculum. We

will also investigate the possibility of designing a
simpler-than-MPI object-oriented parallel program-
ming framework specifically for use specifically in our
Computer Science II classes. This, however, will re-
quire a large effort that cannot be accomplished with-
out significant extramural support.

4 Assignments As Vehicles for
Learning

The ancient Hindu archer Eklavya is said to have
achieved his training merely by observing the statue
of his guru. We believe that a significant fraction of
our students are not substantially challenged by our
traditional computer science assignments [7] and seek
such challenges elsewhere (in ethical hacking clubs,
app development forums, etc.). We have been explor-
ing the possibility of using extra-credit assignments
and projects as vehicles for inculcating parallel pro-
gramming proficiency among our students.

In a COP 3503 class, we introduced the satisfiabil-
ity (SAT) problem [1] and the solution of the prob-
lem using survey sampling. We then asked students
to implement a simplified version of the algorithm
using MPI or CUDA frameworks for an extra-credit
assignment. Even though the problem is challenging
and students had no formal training in multicore pro-
gramming or CUDA, we received about half a dozen
correct submissions. By introducing C++ bindings
of MPI in the curriculum as an OO framework, we
expect this number to be significantly larger.

In the COT 5405 class, we held a special lecture
on MPI and provided a challenging big data problem
from bio-medical sciences to the students. The size
of the data provided to the students was more than
150 MB and they were given access to an instruc-
tional high-performance computing server. The was
large enough that parallellization had an immediate
and easily observable impact on the performance of
the programs written by the students. In a class of
40 students, we received about 10 submissions. We
we consider that a very good start, but are also in-
vestigating the barriers that prevented other students
from completing this optional assignment.



5 Challenges And Future Work

There are three challenges that we are actively inves-
tigating:

• Parallel programming frameworks such as MPI
have not been designed as educational vehicles
and may not be the appropriate choice for a first
course in parallel programming. For giving stu-
dents gradual exposure to parallel programming,
it would be more effective to design a parallel
programming library with rich object-oriented
features that can be tuned to be as simple as
a sequential programming language and as pow-
erful as MPI.

• We currently use a 100-core computing cluster
(euler.i2lab.ucf.edu) to teach parallel pro-
gramming to about 150 students. While this
is very good for effective classroom demonstra-
tions, the number of accounts is limited, leading
to strained resources especially near assignment
deadlines. The class will greatly benefit from
access to larger educational clusters. We believe
that every student should be given a quota on
a parallel computing cluster every semester and
plan to explore an institutional proposal mech-
anism using Technology Fee Proposals to make
this feasible at the University of Central Florida.

• Big data is a huge area of growth for profes-
sional and research opportunities for our stu-
dents. However, there is a dearth of truly large
data sources (gigabytes and terabytes) and ade-
quate hardware where such data can be staged
for computation. We have used data from the
NIH and http://www.opensecrets.org in our
classes but they are no larger than 500MB in
size. We are actively seeking industrial collab-
orations that can provide massive, open-source,
high-fidelity data for our classes.
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