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• Located in Fairfax, Va., 15 miles 
from Washington, D.C.

• 39,000 students

• Students from 130 countries, 50 
states

• 78 undergraduate programs, 95
master’s, 38 doctoral, law

• Times Higher Education: Best U.S. 
university under 50 years old

• A Money “best value” college

Mason is the largest public research university in Virginia
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• Introductory course in Computational Thinking, which meets the MASON Core 
requirements for Information Technology and Ethics. 

• Students look at problems by identifying the data involved, identify the mathematical 
processes needed, and produce information to answer the problem being asked.

• Raw data and problems à information and understanding.
• Three main components

• Ethics, Computational Thinking, 
MATLAB programming skills

• Course structure

• Week 1 to 5 –Introduction to 
computer programming and computational 
science

• Week 6 to 10 – Modelling
• Week 11 to 15 – Advanced applications

CDS 130 – Computing for Scientists

Enrollment over time
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• About 80% have little to no programming experience.

• Those that have done computer programming before.

• MATLAB (8%), Python (13%), R (12%), C/C++ (7%).
• About 90% of students have little to no experience in a non-scientific programming 

language (e.g., HTML, CSS, .NET, Shell,…).

• About 92% of students feel confidents in their computer literacy skills.

• Students come from ALL DISCIPLINES at GMU.

• Estimated average grade as of current, B+

Our Students

A+ > 97.00 C+ 77.00 - 79.99

A 93.00 - 96.99 C 73.00 - 76.99

A- 90.00 - 92.99 C- 70.00 - 72.99

B+ 87.00 - 89.99 D+ 67.00 - 69.99

B 83.00 - 86.99 D 60.00 - 66.99

B- 80.00 - 82.99 F <60.00
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How do we do it? – Scaffolded exercises
Your Turn Exercises Study aid videos

Practice problems for assignments, quizzes & exams Midweek and Weekly assignments
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How do we do it?
Additional strategies

OUR SECRET WEAPON - STARs

• Students must create pseudocode before starting major assignments
• Multiple Assessment attempts (except WA and exams)
• Assignment templates with sample problems
• Autograding for immediate feedback and showing corrections
• Individual student feedback for manually graded questions
• Assignments connected to real world applications
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• Acknowledgements – Annie Hui, William Kennedy, Ralph Romanelli, 
Natalie Lapidot-Croitoru, Brianna Tilghman.
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Thank you for your time

Ron Mahabir
Assistant Professor
Department of Computational and Data Sciences
George Mason University

Email: rmahabir@gmu.edu
Web:   http://www.digitalgeo.org
Twitter: @rsmahabir 
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